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A WOMAN ALONE... 
A WOMAN IN THE 
SHADOWS! 


Shock beat in the silence. Her shock. His. 


Lila stood trembling, but there was nothing she 
could do about it, There were too many thoughts, 
too many wonders flowing through her. All she 
could do was stand there, caught in that precioul 
sliver of time. 


Was this how she could expect to be treated? 
Would every man she spoke with grab her, 
manhandle her, desecrate her, drive that 
frightening tingle through her .. . that 
shameful delight that rendered her helpless? 


Would every man feel free to violate her? 
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The house was far bigger and much newer looking than 
Lila had pictured it, even in her most excited daydreaming. 
In fact, it was a shock—garish, blatant, belligerent, even 
hideous, taller and thicker, more rambling than any house 
she had ever seen. Or imagined. Or thought she would 
enter for any reason whatsoever. And this was the house 
to which she was coming as bride, as mistress. She was 
going to live in it, beginning tonight, now, in this gray 
dusk and rain. 

It hulked and thrust and thickened, glowered as though 
it hated the world. The late October gloom was closing 
in around it, wrapping it, shrouding it in rain. It shouldered 
and reared, story after story—tfive floors tall in the square, 
off-center tower at the front. The first two floors of the 
tower were blank and windowless, the third had one small 
window, the fourth was set with four small, pointed win- 
dows, and the fifth had only a slit pierced into the angular, 
sharply pitched roof. There were four other towers. The 
entrance tower had three stories, and the others, situated 
at intervals, were two-storied like the body of the house, 
some with a balcony, all with the same kind of roof as 
the front tower. The whole structure was studded with 
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SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 
chimneys. Off to the right, joined to the house by a half 
wall, was a one-floor tower with a murderously pitched 
roof. 

The hack jolted into a dip in the road as it turned off 
the lane to the house. The red-necked, tobacco-chewing 
driver slapped the wet reins on the backs of the horses, 
snarled them on. Their hoofs crunched the wet dirt, mak- 
ing plopping sounds. 

Lila sat close beside her frail aunt, Catherine Bruce, 
who would be fifty next June, and stared at the bulking, 
gray-painted wooden house, a thread of apprehension 
winding into her excitement. This was the House of the 
Camel, located some miles outside the little town of 
San Pedro, California. 

Tt was the home and heritage of her fiance, Giles Castle, 
who was handsome and a mature thirty, an exciting bride- 
groom for any girl fortunate enough to win his love. All 
day, because she would see him again, hear his voice, feel 
his lips on hers, Lila had been aquiver with excitement, 

Even so, the house troubled her. Though it was surely 
grander than the small adobe dwellings she’d seen in this 
brown country, tumbleweeds blowing past them and skit- 
tering in front of the stagecoach, it had an austere look. 
Even though they were sun-bitten, those little houses were 
inviting with their plain, painted walls and bushes of red 
and yellow flowers. They seemed to nestle into the yucca, 
to shelter their inhabitants beneath trees of many sorts— 
pine, scrub oak, buckeye, and a dozen others. 

House of the Camel, by contrast, was astoundingly big, 
rigid, dark-browed . . . menacing. The windows, at least 
from here, top to bottom, were blank through the darken- 
ing, thickening rain. No hint of light showed anywhere. 
Lila shivered inwardly, thinking how bleak the many tower 
rooms must be without so much as a whisper of lamplight 
to make a spot of home in their darkness. 

The house was set in a large, landscaped area, with a 
gray wall around it. Access was through a wide opening 
in the front of the wall. Beyond, the grounds spread to the 
distance, their span and profusion of trees and shrubs 
vanishing into the young night. 

The hack stopped at the opening in the wall. Lila listened 
to the rain on the top of the hack, felt the damp breeze 
blow through, smelled its coolness, and thought of how 
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much colder it would now be back in Kansas City. She 
heard the driver spit and snarl “Giddap!” and heard the 
vicious slap of reins. Slowly, very slowly, the horses began 
to move through the opening and start up the carriage 
way. 

Lila’s breath quivered. She laid one hand on her aunt’s 
hands, which she clasped so tightly in her lap. She could 
feel the tremor of excitement in her aunt’s scant five feet. 

“It’s much bigger than I expected,” Lila said in a low 
tone. “That must be why we don’t see any light. Giles 
must be at the back part of the house.” 

She sure hoped that was right, She didn’t even want to 
think about what they’d do if they found no one at home. 

“It’s that we caught an earlier stage out of Kansas City,” 
Aunt Catherine said, her normally determined voice seem- 
ing to fade. This, Lila knew, was from her weakened heart 
and the fatigue of the arduous journey they were complet- 
ing. ‘We got here before your Jetter, or Giles would have 
met us. You know he would have, Lila. Even if the house 
is ... well, not at its best in this light, the elements will 
soften it, and if you have vines planted to soften it further, 
that'll help. It'll wind up seeming like home. You'll have 
to admit,” she continued, her normal mettle back, “that 
old Matthew Castle showed originality when he built this 
place.” 

“Yes,” agreed Lila, staring at the ugly building. 

“All those towers and gables and chimneys and those 
roofs!” Aunt Catherine exclaimed. “Why, I never saw the 
likes of this in Kansas City itself, where they’re building 
what they call Gothic! This one—in some ways it looks 
like a big old cathedral! Anyway, it’s going to be your 
home, darling, You’re going to be Mrs. Giles Castle, 
bride of Giles Castle, mistress of House of the Camel, 
here in the land of sun and flowers!” 

“You're right—it'll get to be like home to us, I know 
it will!” Lila declared. She pressed her aunt’s hand warmly 
and said no more. 

Aunt Catherine was so happy and excited over coming 
west, that Lila was not going to allow anything to detract 
from her joy. For her aunt had sacrificed for Lila, taking 
her in when she was a skinny, pigeon-toed little orphan, 
ugly as a mud fence, just school age. Lila had been a hand- 
ful, angry and rebellious because her mother had died 
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and they had stuck her in the ground, and because her 
father, who was Aunt Catherine’s brother, had gone on 
a trapping expedition and got himself killed. Aunt Cath- 
erine’d had a time getting her straightened out so she'd 
act even half civilized. She had long ago given up trying 
te cure Lila of an inborn clumsiness and a tendency at 
times to behave like a tomboy. 

She had enough to live on if she had only herself to 
support, but after taking Lila in, her money was quickly 
gone and she was forced to earn their living. So she'd 
rented a big house and taken in boarders. There her aunt 
had slaved, year after year, with no help until Lila finished 
school, at which time she had pitched in and done most 
of the work, determined to care for her aunt. So it had 
gone until Lila was twenty. And then, one day, like the 
prince in a fairy tale, Giles Castle had come along, caught 

‘her in his arms to keep her from falling, had fallen in 
love with her, and she with him. 

Lila had been madder than a prairie chicken when it 
happened. To start with, she was wearing her oldest dress, 
a faded brown calico, her tawny gold hair had tumbled 
out of its chignon, and she wanted to get inside and pin 
it back up. So she began to scramble to her feet from 
where she’d been scouring the top step on her hands and 
knees, 

“I beg your pardon,” a voice had said from behind her, 

a man’s voice, clear and gentle and incredibly poetic sound- 
ing. 
Startled, Lila had straightened and whirled at the same 
time, and that had been her undoing. The toe of her shoe 
had caught in her hem, and then she was plunging sideways 
and headfirst down the steps, clutching her scrub brush 
desperately in one hand. 

She had crashed into someone, arms had come around 
her, and together they had staggered, swayed, and caught 
their balance. She had yanked free and spun to face the 
one who had caused her to fall. 

“What do you mean?” she had cried, painfully and 
ragingly aware that this was an extremely handsome young 
man, aware of her own disheveled appearance. “Sneaking- 
up on people!” 

He had been breathing quickly, seemed to be trying to 
catch his breath, in fact. He was tall, six feet, but too slim. 
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His hair was the blondest she’d ever seen on a man, parted 
on the side with waves over the temple, and his eyes the 
bluest ever. His features were chiseled, his skin amazingly 
white with red high on the cheeks and his lips, under a 
small, pointed blond moustache, very red. He was wearing 
a dark blue alpaca frock coat and vest and lighter blue 
trousers. He wore a plain white shirt, a black bow tie, 
and congress gaiters. 

Even as her glance had flashed over him, his had missed 
nothing about her. She’d never known blue eyes could 
look warmer than black eyes, but suddenly his had. They'd 
positively burned. 

“¥ apologize,” he had said in that gentle voice, “I should 
have waited before speaking. Do you know,” he had con- 
tinued, his voice gentiing even more, “I’ve never before 
seen a gitl with golden eyes! They’re like your hair, like 
dark sun ... like California! That’s where Pm from ... 
California.” 

By this time, Lila had been staring, too upset by her 
tacky dress, her tumbled hair, the fierce blushing she’d 
known she was doing from the way her face burned, to feel 
very much of her original crossness. “It wasn’t really your 
fault,’ she had told him, her tone still somewhat testy 
because of her discomfort, “I was clumsy.” 

His blue eyes had shone. “Then I’m forgiven?” he had 
asked. “I can inquire whether you have a room I can rent? 
I saw the sign.” 

She hadn’t noticed his wicker suitcases on the walk 
before. That, then, was the reason he’d spoken to her, 
she had realized. And she had taken him directly to 
Aunt Catherine, for they did indeed have a vacancy, 
and were in need of the money he would pay them for 
bed and board. 

Aunt Catherine had shown him to his room, and Lila 
had hastened to the chamber she shared with the older 
woman. There she had sponged. and put on a tawny gold 
dress. She had combed her hair, made the center part, 
and pulled it back to its graceful chignon, over which, 
this time, she had put a fine net. 

Then she had hurried downstairs to get noon dinner 
on the table. 

After the other boarders had dispersed that day, the 
new. boarder, whose name was Giles Castle, had accepted 
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Aunt Catherine’s invitation to have coffee in the parlor 
With herself and Lila. There he had given an account of 
himseif, saying they had a right and a need to know what 
kind of person they had taken under their roof. 

“In a manner,” he had begun, “I’m traveling in quest 
of health. I have weak lungs, and because of that can’t 
join the army and fight slavery as I'd like to do, and our 
old doctor said that, since ’m restless, a change of air 
might be beneficial. 

“But also, I’m traveling on behalf of my grandfather, 
Matthew Castle. He’s a remarkable old man, sixty-seven, 
and still hard at work. He’s got thousands of acres. He 
plants and harvests a great deal of it, lets some out to 
renters. He recently built a tremendous house—well, six 
years ago—which he’s named House cf the Camel. This 
is in honor of the camels he has bought himself and with 

’ which he’s running a caravan or freight line. I’m to head 
up the caravan expansion when I get home. While I’m 
away, my younger brother is helping out, but he plans 
to go into the army as soon as I come home,” 

“A camel caravan... in this country?” Aunt Catherine 
had marveled. 

Giles had taken note of their surprise and had explained. 
“The War Department sent an expedition to Egypt to buy 
camels in 1855,” he had said. “Fort Drum, which is near 
San Pedro, where we live, became the terminal for the 
camel caravans. They brought back some thirty-five camels. 
A second trip, two years later, brought in nearly fifty more 
camels, Half of them were used for packing in Texas 
‘and southern Arizona. The rest were brought to California, 
There was nothing but trouble. The camels are stupid, 
vicious beasts, but the delays weren’t their fault. They 
can carry a thousand pounds each and walk more than 
thirty miles a day. 

“The trouble was with the Turkish and Greek drivers 
who came from Egypt with the camels. They wouldn’t 
travel to California, and the Americans, who’d had ex- 
perience only with mules, had no knowledge of how to 
keep the cargo on the swaying, humped backs.” 

“But the caravans did run?” Aunt Catherine had asked, 
her interest caught. 

“Yes, camel lines were established between Fort Drum, 
Los Angeles, also to Fort Tejon, Fort Mohave, Arizona, 
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and New Mexico. Before long the lines were considered 
a failure, but my grandfather, old Matthew, wasn’t con- 
vinced. He bought twenty of the beasts, and he’s doing 
well enough running to Los Angeles and sometimes beyond. 
He means to spread out, to get more camels, run caravans 
eastward. He’s got me interested, even excited, and ’m 
keeping on the alert for likely routes during this trip.” 

“It sounds ... different ... exciting,” Lila had found 
herself saying with some breathlessness, and then she had 
blushed again, for those warm blue eyes were once again 
fixed on her. 

“It is,” he had agreed, but she’d had the feeling that 
he didn’t mean it was the camel caravan that was exciting. 

In the month that followed, most of the time Lila was 
mere upset than in control of herself. Everything about 
Giles had troubled her—his gentle voice, those blue eyes, 
his weak lungs. He had coughed at night. She had heard 
him as she lay in bed with her aunt, and always she had 
gone a bit tense and didn’t herself breathe easily until the 
coughing ceased. During the day he had seemed better; 
he really had. He had declared that the Missouri climate 
agreed with him, 

Tt had got so that he took every moment of Lila’s free 
time. She had liked being with him, had wondered if 
they might be falling in love. 

Then, when he’d been there a month, the telegram had 
come, He had opened it, then handed it to Lila to read. 

“Come home. Grandfather dying. Timothy,” it had said. 

She had given the awful bit of paper back to him. 
There had been a sudden catch in her throat. Impatiently, 
she had tried to clear it away so that she could speak, say 
something, anything, not just stand there like some pigeon- 
toed boarding-house girl. 

“Can we go into the parlor, Lila?” he had asked, “Please? 
There is something [ve been waiting to say to you, but 
now—I can’t wait any longer.” 

She had led the way, tripping over the doorsill in her 
confusion, but he had steadied her. She’d explained the 
slight pigeon-toed stance that ran in the Bruce family, 
and he had seemed to think it was amusing rather than 
aggravating. 

He had stood facing her in the bare, clean parlor and 
come right out with it. 
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*T’ve fallen in love with you, Lila Bruce,” he had said 
gently, those eyes glowing over her face. “I want you 
for my wife, if you'll do me the honor.” 

She had scarcely been able to dredge up words, the way 
her heart was rioting in her throat. “I ... don’t know a 
thing about camels...” she had stammered. “Or California 
.-. all IT knowis... this... this boarding house.” 

“You're an active, vital girl, Lila,” he had said intensely. 
“Ranch life will come natural to you. There'll never be 
a worry as to our future,” he had continued, “if you ac- 
cept me. I’m my grandfather’s heir, you see. Further, 
we'll be able to give your aunt an easy life. There are 
rooms galore in House of the Camel.” 

Overwhelmed, cross at herself, Lila had fought for 
words, Because she hadn’t known what she wanted, and 
thought herself all kinds of a fool for not knowing. 

He had helped. Gentle Giles had helped. 

“You do love me, don’t you, Lila?” he had asked. And 
he had held her eyes with his own, refusing to Jet them 


go. 

“I... think so,” she had said honestly. “At least, this 
is the first time I’ve . . . felt like this.” 

There’d been Tom Doepke, a farm boy, who'd 
asked to take her to church. But she'd said no, mostly 
because of a crazy feeling that his feet would stink. But 
she’d been very young then, ouly seventeen. 

Then there'd been the young preacher with the enormous 
Adam’s apple and hands so clammy that every time she 
shook hands with him she’d had an insane desire to wipe 
her palms on her handkerchief, Somehow, she’d managed 
never to go out with him. 

Two years ago, there had been the banker. He some- 
times ate Sunday dinner at the boarding house. He was 
a widower with four children, and Lila had refused to 
marry him when he proposed one Sunday after dinner. 
So, if this emotion she had found herself feeling for Giles 
was love, it was indeed first love. 

She had told him that. 

It had pleased him. “Think about it, Lila,” he had urged, 
“Discuss it with your aunt. Tell me in the jmorning, before 
I leave. The two of you can come to me in California 
at the earliest possible moment.” 

She had agreed to talk it over with Aunt Catherine. 
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In their chamber, as she and her aunt got ready for 
bed, Lila had noted how weary the older woman looked. 
There had been a blue tinge around her lips, and ber skin 
had seemed almost translucent with weariness. 

Quietly, Lila had told of Giles’ proposal. 

“T’m not a bit surprised!” Aunt Catherine had declared, 
excitement renewing her strength. This always worried 
Lila, because excitement might make her aunt place too 
great a strain on her heart. “A man like that, a gentleman, 
and educated and traveled—of course, he wants you!” 

“Aunt Catherine!” Lila had protested, a bit cross in spite 
of her love for her aunt. “I’m sure he could have his pick 
of girls in California!” 

“But not like you,” Aunt Catherine had maintained, 
tiredness gene. “You're big enough to take care of yourself 
on a ranch ... that two inches you’ve got over my measly 
five feet are an advantage when it comes to reaching things! 
And you're formed and fleshed out just right ... slim, 
but all woman. That gold hair and those eyes to match, 
sometimes you put me in mind of a lion, only there’s sun- 
light to you no lion’s got. And your skin in summer, a 
sort of gold with never'a freckle! You're the feminine 
image of my brother, I declare, of all the Bruces! Best-look- 
ing men and prettiest women that ever lived!” 

“You're a Bruce yourself,” Lila had teased. “I see all 
those Bruce good looks right in you!’ She was a shade 
embarrassed, as she always was when her aunt began to 
carry on about how pretty her niece was, and when she 
could turn the tables, as now, the older woman would 
hush. 

“Don’t get balky,” Aunt Catherine had warned. “Mar- 
riage is the only thing open to a girl, and you know it. 
Girl gets a chance like this, she can’t just give the man 
the mitten without good reason. She may be sorry when 
she sees how well he takes care of some other girl, one 
who had the sense to say ‘yes.’” 

“lve been taken care of all my life,” Lila had said, 
deeply serious. “By you. It’s time I went to work.” 

“But you do work!” Aunt Catherine had cried. “You 
scrub all these floors and do all the washing and ironing 
for all the beds! And you wait table and wash dishes and 
help cook. To say nothing of repair jobs around—like that 
stair rail and the leaky place in the pantry!” 
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Lila had grinned. “Those things make me strong,” she 
had countered. “They’re the very things that made Giles 
say I'd fit into ranch life.” 

Seriousness had sprung into the older woman’s eyes, 
turning them darkly gray. She had brushed abruptly at 
her graying brown hair, had frowned in a worried manner. 

“There’s Giles’ lung trouble, Lila,” she had said. “We 
mustn’t lose sight of that. You’d have to face the pos- 
sibility that he'll never be robust.” 

“He’s better,” Lila had responded, “I’m sure of it. He 
doesn’t cough as much. But even if he were worse, that 
wouldn’t hold me back. I’d ... take as much of life as 
we could have together ...” She had broken off, staring 
miserably at her aunt who, long ago, had seen her sweet- 
heart die of pneumonia a week before their wedding. 

The older woman had smiled sadly. “Do what you feel, 
darling,” she had murmured. 

“Aunt Catherine,” Lila had said suddenty, heart racing, 
recklessly committing herself to the future. “I’m going to 
do it! 'm going to marry Giles. And you're going to live 
in California with us!” 
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Weeks had passed, during which letters were exchanged 
between Giles, in California, and Lila, in Missouri. Then 
had come the long and wearing trip, the twenty-four-day 
stagecoach ride from Kansas City to Los Angeles and 
now, in the hack, from Los Angeles to San Pedro. Every 
mile had built Lila’s anticipation, and at the same time 
had disturbed her, for Aunt Catherine had consistently 
grown thinner and frailer, And at the same time she had 
grown determinedly gayer and peppier, to hide her true 
condition, Lila was convinced. 

But at last the trip was ended, and here they were, 
their belongings packed in portmanteaus under the seats, 
one trunk in front with the driver and one standing on end 
in front of Lila so that she had to ride with her feet drawn 
close to the seat. It was nightfall October twenty-sixth, 
1862. They were ready to enter that great, ugly house 
hulking belligerently under the rain. They were ready to 
begin their lives in this new land that was so far from 
Kansas City it seemed to be in another world. 

And they were both ravenous, They had last eaten at 
noon and then only lightly. 

The horses toiled slowly on, ears back, rain streaming 
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over them and splattering onto the carriage way. A gust 
of wind threw rain suddenly into the hack, into Lila’s 
face, and it was hard and sharp, striking her skin like 
pellets, And all the while, the mammoth house towered, 
wet and forbidding, windows closed against the rain, against 
any who might approach. 

The wheels of the hack made grinding noises, then 
stopped. 

“Want yer stuff at the front?” the driver growled. 

“Please!” Aunt Catherine said briskly before Lila could 
reply. 

Which was just as well, Lila thought. She’d been about 
to give the driver a sassy answer. 

She climbed out of the hack first, setting her boots care- 
fully, helped her aunt down and guided her through the 
tain to the front door. The driver came behind them, 
carrying a trunk. 

When he’d brought all the luggage, Lila had his money 
ready. He took it and turned away. Lila and her aunt 
stood together in the shelter of the entry and watched 
their last tie with the past—the hack that had brought 
them from the stagecoach—lose itself in the rain. 

She turned to the door, which was wide and came to 
& point at the top. It was solid wood painted gray as dusk, 
gray as rain, and it bore a large black iron knocker. Peer- 
ing closely, she saw that the knocker was shaped like a 
camel laden with cargo. She lifted the knocker and worked 
it once, loud and clear. 

They waited, but the door did not open. 

“They're probably at the back of the house and didn’t 
hear,” Aunt Catherine said. 

Lila grasped the camel and brought it down harder 
than before, twice this time. She could practically hear 
the iron blows travel through the house, penetrate to every 
room, rise up the staircase to the very tallest tower. 

She waited, Aunt Catherine beside her, their belongings 
at their feet. Beyond the entry, across the grounds on 
either side, was only rain-filled young night. It seemed 
eerie for such a large house to stand alone on a ranch, 
and not in the midst of other houses in a city, as she was 
accustomed to seeing them. 

Again she pounded the knocker. Again they waited. 

Without a sound the door opened, making a space of 
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darkness. An odor of newness, of paint or carpet—she 
couldn’t exactly identify it—came at them. No one spoke 
from inside, No one was visible. 

Unexpectediy, Lila’s pulse leaped, and if wasn’t easy 
to breathe. She rejected fear before it could begin, literal- 
ly kicked it out of her mind. She wasn’t going to stand 
quiet and see Aunt Catherine scared, either. 

. So she demanded, “Who is it? Why do you just stand 


there?” 
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At first, there was only the dreary sound of rain. Then 
a voice, which was low, alluring, and shy all at the same 
time, came into being and Lila told herself ctossly that 
it was only a voice, not something of sinister beauty belong- 
ing to the house, designed to make her uncertain and 
confused. 

“It is Timothy Castle’s wish,” the voice said, “that the 
one who comes to House of the Camel gives the names, 
hot the one inside.” 

“I'm sorry,” Lila said properly, though inwardly 
impatient. “I’m Lila Bruce, here with my aunt, Miss 
Catherine Bruce. We're expected. By Giles Castle,” 

But they weren’t expected; they weren’t expected at all, 
The instant silence within the black doorway bespoke that, 
and now the house itself seemed to have sucked in its 
breath from shock. Impatient with herself for such crazy 
fancies, which surely came from the tiresome journey and 
the melancholy rain and concern for her aunt, Lila pushed 
them aside, 

“Tm truly sorry,” she continued with spirit, both because 
it was her nature to take positive action and because she'd 
been asked to come here, “but we’ve got to come in, We’ve 
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traveled twenty-three days by stagecoach and another day 
from Los Angeles. We're very tired, and my aunt has a 
weak heart and must rest, Our hack has gone, so it’s out 
of the question for us to walk to San Pedro in the rain 
and try to find a room.” 

“Lila Bruce,” said the voice. “Giles Castle didn’t tell 
us of a Lila Bruce.” 

Aggravation sprang through Lila. She could feel her 
aunt’s fingers on her arm, feel their warning pressure. 

“Perhaps,” Lila said, “it will explain things if I tell you 
T’m Giles Castle’s fiancee, come to marry him.” 

There was blank surprise, even consternation, on the 
other side of the doorway. “I'll be back,” said the voice, 
all its allurement gone. “I'll ask Daisy.” 

Again, as when it had opened, the door closed without 
a sound. The iron camel reappeared almost in Lila’s face, 
though she couldn’t make it out in the growing darkness. 

“Aunt Catherine,” Lila said, speaking more cheerfully 
than she felt, “we'll have to hold our heads high until 
we get through this ... barrier ... whatever it is. And 
whoever Daisy turns out to be.” 

“Humph!” her aunt snorted. “Looks like your first 
job may be to teach the help some manners!” 

“The voice didn’t sound like a servant,” Lila said. 

“May be some cousin or other,” Aunt Catherine 
speculated. “I'd say we're a big shock to her and to that 
Daisy person, too.” 

Lila frowned to herself. She felt irritation, not at Giles, 
but at their cool reception thus far. The person who had 
come to the door wasn’t open and welcoming, as Giles 
had said westerners were. 

Well, she thought, forcing herself to be fair. It wouldn't 
be exactly pleasant for those inside a house on a rainy 
night to answer the door and find utter strangers demand- 
ing to come in and stay. She couldn’t blame the one who 
had closed the door in her face and gone to speak 'to some- 
one within. 

“Giles never told me about any Daisy,” she said now. 

“He hasn't told Daisy—or probably anybody—about 
Lila Bruce, either,” added Aunt Catherine. “Maybe ‘= 
cause of his srandfather’s recent death, also maybe because 
he wants to surprise them with his bride.” 

Sudden doubt took Lila. How would the people at House 

23 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


of the Camel receive her, actually? Who were they all? 
she wondered, not for the first time. Matthew Castle was 
dead, And Giles had a younger, unmarried brother, 
Timothy. Did the brother know that Lila so much as 
existed? Were there others in the house of Castle blood? 
Would they be friendly or cold toward her? She knew 
as little about them, about their natures and dispositions, 
as they knew about her. 

Now, soundlessly, the iron camel on the door disap- 
peared again. This time the person who stood there was 
holding a lamp; it cast a golden glow over its bearer. 

It was a woman of about fifty who peered stonily out 
at them, She was tall and thin and fiercely neat in a blue 
cotton dress over which she wore a black bib apron. 
Her skin, which was a dusky tan, and her features, wide 
at the cheekbone, indicated that she was perhaps one- 
quarter Indian, Her hair was black and straight and 
pulled back to a knot, and her eyes were such a dark 
brown they appeared to be black. 

Meeting those Indian eyes, Lila was swept by the feel- 
ing that this woman was dangerous. She thrust the notion 
out of mind almost roughly. It was the deepening night, 
the rain, the unknown house, the circumstances of her 
arrival. It was her discomfort at the way in which she and 
her aunt—especially her aunt—were being treated. 

“What can I do for you . . . Miss?” the woman asked. 
Her voice was flat and brash, It sounded like other voices 
here in California—flat and brash as the desert wastes 
the stagecoach had passed through. 

“I’m Lila Bruce,” she said. 

“Who ... Miss?” 

“I think you heard me, Daisy. Or are you Daisy?” 
No more, she thought. That’s enough, it shows I’m not 
intimidated. More would be complete rudeness. 

“That’s my name,” the woman replied. “Daisy Swann, 
housekeeper to Matthew Castle for twenty years.” 

“I understand,” Lila said, making her tone brisk, for 
she was tired of having to stand outside, and Aunt Cath- 
erine must get off her feet. “The first one who came to 
the door said she would speak to Daisy.” 

“That was Patricia. My daughter. She was a baby 
when I came to work for Matthew Castle. She grew lip 
in this family.” 
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“That's fine,” Lila said, still briskly. “Now that yeu and 
I have met, we expect to come in.” 

“This is a house of mourning ... Miss,” Daisy said, 
standing her ground. “Not a house of .. . hospitality.” 

“T understand that,” Lila returned, thinking almost guilt- 
ily that they had indeed arrived during a time of mourning. 
She, too, felt saddened by Matthew Castle’s death, though 
she’d never known him. “But I'm Giles Castle’s fiancee. 
I’ve come to marry him. I assure you that we’re respected 
and have every right to enter.” 

She fell silent, her heart beginning to thud. What she 
had told Daisy was true. But she didn’t want to talk 
this way, at the door of the house where she was to be 
mistress. It wasn’t going to get her off to a good start 
with her own future housekeeper. If Aunt Catherine 
weren’t so frail, if she didn’t push herself beyond capacity 
and use up all her strength, if she didn’t really need food 
and to get out of this rain Lila would turn away and walk 
as far as she must to find a room. And there she’d wait 
for Giles to seek her out and bring her into his home 
as he should have done to begin with. 

But that wasn’t fair, either. There was some mix-up. 
Giles wasn’t to blame. No, circumstances being as they 
were, it was up to Lila to gain admittance. 

Daisy seemed to be deeply shocked. But apparently 
she believed Lila, for now she stepped aside, 

“You can leave your luggage out there for now,” she 
said. “If you'll wait in the hallway, I'll make a light in 
the library.” 

She set the lamp on a table against a mahogany-paneled 
wall and disappeared. The lamp shone brightly, and Lila 
looked around, a wisp of her former eagerness rising. 
After all, this was now her home. Daisy would bring 
Giles and everything would be explained. 

The hallway was the finest she’d ever seen. It was very 
wide and stretched away into the darkness, how far she 
couldn’t even guess. The walls were paneled floor to 
ceiling; the floor was carpeted in a deep red that caught 
and repeated the tones of the mahogany walls. 

Rising at the front, spiraling up inside that tower that 
had no windows for the first two stories, was a staircase. 
It was delicate and graceful, the railing of mahogany, 
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risers and spindles gleaming white, the Steps covered with 
the red carpeting. 

Though there was a stark interior richness to the house, 
Lila began to feel a harsh, hating quality in it, as if it were 
going to lay hands on her, tear her from itself and hurl 
her back into the rain outside. She glanced at Aunt Cath- 
erine, who was gazing about wide-eyed, and the feeling 
grew. 

Frowning over it, she watched as her aunt moved along 
the hallway, where pointed mahogany doors closed away 
room after room. The older woman moved as if she were 
very tired, or very weak. Suddenly Lila wanted to take 
the lamp and guide her up the stairs to a bedchamber, 
the first one they could find, and get her to bed. 

Even as she thought thus, Daisy returred. She came 
out of the dark reaches into light, and picked up the lamp. 

“You should move your trunks inside . . . Miss,” she 
said in her brash California voice. “Patricia’s busy, she 
can’t come, Bawley can take them upstairs later. If there’s 
need.” 

Daisy threw the door open. Lila hesitated. The rain 
was really pounding down, blowing across the porch. 
Western hospitality, any hospitality, demanded that guests 
be helped with their luggage. But obviously Daisy had 
no intention of extending such hospitality, and Lila was too 
proud—and too cross—to ask for help. 

“You keep back, darling,” she told her aunt, who moved 
forward to do her part. “Please, I can manage.” 

The older woman gave no argument, for which Lila 
was thankful. She went hastily out the door, tripping slightly 
over the sill in her haste and discomfiture, Swiftly she 
lifted the end of one trunk and swung it into the open 
doorway. Then she pushed it through, swung it to stand 
along the wall. She repeated the process with the second 
trunk, then carried in the portmanteaus and stood them 
With the trunks. 

“This way,” Daisy said when she had finished. 

She led to the rear of the hallway, where she opened a 
door and stood aside. “In there,” she said. 

Lila hesitated. Who was Daisy Swann to order her 
around? Why must she, Gites Castle’s chosen bride, be 
put to wait in a room as though she were an intruder 
or some serving girl begging for a post? But even as she 
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thought this, Lila knew she was being unfair, that maybe 
Giles wasn’t at home, and for all the housekeeper and 
her daughter knew, Lila might really be an intruder. 

So she passed through the doorway, her hand on Aunt 
Catherine’s arm. The door closed and they were alone 
in a room that was utterly silent within, the rain weeping 
noisily over it from without. 

She seerned to feel the housekeeper’s disapproval creep- 
ing through her veins. It was the same eerie fleeing that, 
back in Kansas City, Aunt Catherine had laughingly blamed 
on “someone walking on my grave.” Her aunt didn’t 
believe in such things and Lila didn’t either, but there was 
something about this House of the Camel and the air of 
its servants that disturbed her and was hard to get rid of. 

“I’ve been crass ever sitice we got here,” she told her 
aunt. “It’s not like me.” 

“It’s not crossness,” Aunt Catherine said crisply, again 
using strength her translucent face showed she needed 
to hoard. “It’s your Missouri dander. And you've had 
reason aplenty for your dander to be up.” 

Lila smiled briefly, then glanced about the room. It, 
too, was mahogany paneled and carpeted in red. In the 
bookcases with glass doors, the books were ranged with 
spines to the back, their titles in big letters on the page 
edges. Some of them had brass clasps. 

The couch and chairs were covered in horsehair. There 
was a drop-leaf mahogany desk, closed now. The great 
table on which the lamp stood was also of mahogany. 
The fireplace was mahogany, too, and held a hot, red 
little fire. Dark red velvet covered the four tall windows. 
At the back of the room double glass doors led outside. 

Aunt Catherine sank gratefully into one of the arm- 
chairs. “The room is ... important,” she said. “All this 
plain grandeur, all these books.” 

“To tell the truth,” Lila said thoughtfully, “I don’t like 
the room.” ; 

“You're fagged out from the trip, is all,” Aunt Catherine 
declared. “This is a man’s room, and it’s got scads of 
books and you love to read. Til bet it’s old Matthew 
Castle’s idea of what a library should be. The other rooms 
may be different and even if they’re not, you'll put your 
mark on them in time. In a little while, you'll feel like 
you've always lived here.” 
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Impulsively, Lila bent and kissed her aunt, something 
she did infrequently. The older woman sat looking up, 
her gray eyes infinitely weary, yet filled with indestructible 
life. Aunt Catherine had been unusuaily quiet since they 
arrived here, Lila thought. It’s because she’s worn out, 
she told herself. Tomorrow she'll be somewhat rested, 
and the next day more rested, and the day after that... 

Abruptly she was aware that a man had entered the 
room. She turned, a glad cry on her lips, thinking it was 
Giles. And then she fell back a step, hand to her lips, 
crushing back the cry, the gladness, 
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This man was younger than Giles. He couldn’t be 
more than twenty-four. He was fully as tall as Giles, 
but heavier and his hair, worn as Giles wore his, was 
such a fiery red that even the flames in the fireplace could 
not compete with it. 

His eyes were fong and wide and reddish brown. Fiery 
brows arched over them, winging boldly upward at the 
ends. His sun-reddened skin was the kind that would 
never go brown. There was a thick scattering of freckles 
across his strong, bold nose and more freckles above 
his big, firm mouth, for all the world as though they were 
a mustache. 

A mustache of freckles! she snorted inwardly, stared 
him back, stare for stare, those bold, strong features of 
his as brash as the California desert. He was dressed in 
fashion, the style the same as that Giles wore, the color 
black. 

Those reddish eyes swept her, taking in everything 
from the small, dull-gold poke bonnet set back on the 
golden chignon, to the matching traveling dress and the 
toes of her smart, high-heeled shoes. His manner was 
withdrawn, yet challenging. 
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Deliberately, she stood her ground. She wouldn't speak 
first, not if she died for it. 

His voice, when at last he spoke, was strong like his 
mouth, bold like his stance. “You claim to be my brother’s 
fiancee,” he said. 

‘Tm Lila Bruce, yes,” she replied, controlling her 
rising anger. 

“He never mentioned you.” 

“Are you Timothy Castle?” 

my: am.” 

“Where is Giles? I'd appreciate it if you'll tell him 
we're here,” 

“That,” Timothy Castle replied coldly, “is impossible. 
Further,” he continued, “I find it hard to accept that 
Giles had the time or the inclination to marry.” 

His fiery eyebrows slammed together on his nose. He 
glared at her so hard that she wondered, numbed by his 
anger, why Giles’ brother should hate her on sight. 

“I find your attitude hard to understand or accept,” 
Lila told him. “In view of the fact that Giles stayed at 
my aunt’s boarding house in Kansas City and asked 
me to be his wife, then wrote me from here urging me 
to come at once and bring my aunt, I should guess either 
that he kept us as a surprise or you're pretending you’ve 
never heard of us!” 

“Lilal” her aunt exclaimed. 

But even before that, Lila wished she hadn’t been so 
blunt. Regardless of how unreasonable this red-headed 
young man chose to be, it was her duty to be some kind 
of lady. 

“Sorry,” she told Timothy Castle stiffly, “This is my 
aunt, Miss Catherine Bruce.” 

He inclined his head. 

“There’s a mix-up,” Lila continued, “T have Giles’ 
letter in my handbag, the one in which he asked us to 
come immediately.” 

“And we've arrived even earlier than we'd expected,” 
Aunt Catherine backed her up, “because we had a chance 
to ride 4 bigger, more comfortable stage. Lila telegraphed, 
but it must not have got here.” 

“Please sit down,” Timothy Castle said to Lila, as if he 
were giving an order. He was frowning, but not in anger, 
rathér in a kind of puzzlement mixed with soberness. 
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Lila complied. He continued to frown. 

"Td like to see that letter you say my brother wrote, 
Miss Bruce,” he said. 

“I don’t see any reason to show it to you,” she told 
him. “It’s a personal letter from a man to his fiancee, 
a love letter. If he didn’t tell you we were expected, doesn’t 
that suggest that he didn’t choose to let you know, that 
he was going to surprise you?” 

“Perhaps,” he admitted. “Still, you’re in a awkward 
position. As I am. For it has come onto my shoulders 
to decide whether you’re to remain here for the night 
or to be driven back to San Pedro.” 

Instantly furious, Lila parted her lips to retort. Her 
aunt shot her a warning look and she remained silent, 
her lower lip caught up between her teeth. She bit on it 
firmly to hold back words. 

“The way things are, darling,” Aunt Catherine said, 
“T think you should show Mr. Castle the letter. It estab- 
lishes your identity and Giles’ intentions. Also, since you’ve 
arrived and have announced who you are, you'll be 
befraying nothing. Even if there is affection in the letter, 
this gentleman is Giles’ own brother.” 

“Good reasoning, ma’am,” Timothy Castle said. He 
turned to Lila, srimly held out his hand for the letter. 

She gave it to him, he unfolded it and began to read, 
his face going hard as rock. There was no sound but the 
rain outside, the snap of the fire inside. 

When he had finished, he looked steadily at Lila. 
‘“Weren’t you aware that Giles was in poor health, that 
his lungs were affected, that he was traveling for his 
health?” 

“I was. He told us.” 

“But for a young woman to consider traveling as far 
as this to marry a man in such delicate health, Miss Bruce. 
How could you? Frankly, if my brother’s mind hadn’t 
been knife-blade sharp from birth, I'd have said that 
general debility led him to ask you to marry him. In spite 
of his condition. How did you manage this, Miss Bruce? 
What is it you want?” 

Lila felt the scald of tears. Stubbornly she blinked 
them away. They weren’t so much for herself as for her 
aunt, Had she put Aunt Catherine through that awful 


nh 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


trip, let her suffer the cold reception, only to be accused 
now of heaven knew what? 

“If you must know every detail,” she said now, “Giles 
not only offered me love, but made it clear he’d give my 
aunt a home, as well. Affer much thought and considera- 
tion, I accepted his offer of marriage. I accepted his love, 
for I felt that I return it. And I have faith that his health 
will mend.” 

At first Lila thought that the red-headed, rock-faced 
young man was going to fly into a rage. A wonder flashed 
through her. Why, she asked numbly, should he hate 
her on sight, the girl his brother had chosen as bride? 

Suddenly the hardness was driven from his face and 
he looked inexpressibly sad. “It’s settled,” he told her. 
“You'll stay the night and tomorrow night at least. It 
is fitting. For it’s not only my grandfather but Giles that 

‘ this house is mourning. Giles died at dawn this morning, 
His funeral is tomorrow.” 
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Lila stared up at Timothy in utter shock, She was aware 
that Aunt Catherine had sprung to her feet, equally 
shocked. But she dared not go to her aunt, couldn’t so 
much as blink lest she burst into. tears. She could only 
glare at Timothy. 

She wouldn’t believe that Giles was dead, couldn't 
believe. She wished she’d never talked to this cruel, resent- 
ful man, had never shown him the letter. Hot grief lanced 
through her. Giles couldn’t have—not this fast, not at 
all 


But he had, she knew he had, even as she cried, “How 
do I know that’s the truth? There’s no hint in the letter 
that Giles’ health had got worse!” 

The red-brown eyes snapped, steadied. The mustache 
of freckles grew very still. - 

“If there had been such mention, would that have kept 
you away?” he asked. 

“Certainly not! I’d have come even faster!” 

“You learned, in the course of the ... courtship ... 
that Giles was to be our grandfather’s heir,” Timothy 
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said. “I assume he told you that our grandfather was a 
very wealthy man.” 

Lila glared at him in grief and consternation. He was 
a very personable young man, he would have been her 
brother-in-law— A great stitch took her throat, and for 
an instant she couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. 

“You must realize,” he continued stiffly, “that many 
girls have tried to win my late brother. Most of them 
had the money well in mind,” 

Lila ached to cry angrily that she was no fortune hunter, 
but then she laced her fingers tightly together in her lap 
and did not. Instead, she stared up into Timothy’s red- 
brown eyes and asked, “If Giles is really ... is there any 
reason we can’t... see him?” 

As she finished the question, she seemed to be speaking 
in a dream, to be numb all over. Is this what grief is like? 
she wondered. To be so numb you don’t know whether 
you're grieving or not? 

somehow, Timothy’s eyes looked jess red now, and 
consequently softer. “We're holding only a small wake,” 
he told her. “In the front parlor, with family and close 
friends. After you and your aunt have had a night’s rest 
-.+ tomorrow is time enough. Only a few are invited to 
the funeral. All the Castles dislike big gatherings at such 
times. The whole countryside has sent food, of course.” 

Lila looked at her aunt, who had sunk back into her 
chair, but was sitting erect. She was frighteningly pale. 
Tt was out of the question, Lila knew, to put the exhausted 
woman through the ordeal of viewing Giles tonight. 

Indeed, she herself didn’t feel up to it right now. She 
could use a little time, to accept that Giles was dead. 
Even so, she resented Timothy’s highhandedness, 

Before she could find the words to tell Timothy they 
were ready to go to their room, the library door opened 
and a slender, graceful girl came through. Without so 
much as a glance at Lila and her aunt, she turned long 
black eyes to Timothy Castle and gazed at him tenderly, 
invitingly. 

Everything about her was soft, seductive, sultry. Her 
shining black hair was wound around her small head in 
w splendid braid. Her black brows were arched, her features 
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hinting at Indian blood even though her skin was very 
white and her features delicate and even. 

She was about Lila’s age. 

“Daisy sent me,” she told him in that same alluring 
voice that first had spoken to Lila when she stood at the 
door seeking admittance. 

“Yes?” he responded, and when she smiled returned 
the smile. 

“Daisy—my mother-—said for me to tell you that the 
‘blue rooms in the back tower are made up and ready,” 
she said, holding his gaze. 

“This is Patricia Swann,” Timothy said. “She helps her 
mother keep House of the Camel running, Patricia, this 
is Miss Catherine Bruce and her niece, Miss Lila Bruce, 
who was to have married Giles.” 

Patricia swept a glittering look at Lila, swung it back 
to Timothy, lingered and softened it. “I've already told 
Bawley to take the trunks and things up. Daisy said to.” 

“Then, suppose you show the ladies upstairs now,” 
Timothy said. 

Patricia turned—swiveled was a better word, Lila 
thought—seduction in every movement. Without so much 
as acknowledging Lila and her aunt, the girl bestowed 
a last slow, yet somehow shy look on the red-headed 
young man and went out the door. 

Lila found that she and her aunt had to hurry or they'd 
be left behind. So, her hand on the older woman’s arm, 
she hastened to the doorway and, as had happened down- 
stairs earlier, tripped as she went through. Only this time 
she nearly fell. Timothy grabbed her by the arms, steadied 
her, let her go. 

“Don’t hurry so, darling,” Aunt Catherine warned. “You 
know how we Bruces are—just pigeon-toed enough to 
trip when we're overwrought.” 

Patricia was now at the stairs, carrying the lamp from 
the hall table, and they followed her promptly. The stair- 
case spiraled and wound so abruptly that Lila feared it 
might make her aunt dizzy. 

Patricia led along another long hallway, past door 
after gleaming mahogany door, to the very end. Here 
she turned right, into a tower section. 

With a sinuous movement she opened a door. “You 
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can go in,” she said, voice low but neither enticing nor 
shy. Instead, it was resentful and angry. “There’s a door 
between the two rooms, A balcony opens off this back 
Toom. There are lamps and matches on the tables.” 

“Thank you, Patricia,” Lila said, forcing herself to 
Speak politely. This girl didn’t like her, was as completely 
female as a cat. She Obviously wanted Timothy Castle 
for herself and hated Lila or any other girl on sight, con- 
sidering them competition. 

Lila guided her aunt into the room, Patricia left, taking 
the lamp with her. 

“Wait here,” Lila told her aunt. “I'll light a lamp.” 

She moved slowly into the dark toom, hands out, 
feeling for a table. She wondered if Timothy knew Patricia 
was trying to enamor him. Surely he didn’t miss the 
‘whole significance of those sultry smiles and lingering 
looks, for he smiled in return. She felt irritated that he 
didn’t put a stop to it, then was appalled at the trend of 
her own thoughts. This, in tu » Was innundated by a 
tremendous wave of grief that Giles, the man who was 
to have been her bridegroom, now lay in the closed-off 
Parlor in his burial clothes. 

Her hands came onto a table, a lamp. “I won’t be a 
minute now, Aunt Catherine,” she said briskly, pushing 
back her grief. “ve found a lamp.” 

The matches were tight there, too. In a moment she 
had the rather ornate white china lamp. burning brighily, 
its radiance making the big blue hand-painted flowers on 
the shade glow and burn. 

“My!” Aunt Catherine exclaimed. “It’s certainly blue, 
isn’t it!” 

Lila gazed about, amazed. Nearly everything in the 
big square chamber was blue. The few other items, such 
as lamps, the china on the washstand and vases holding 
blue flowers, were white, Some had blue flowers painted 
on them. 

The rug was deep blue, and the drapes that covered the 
windows a lighter shade, with the counterpane on the bed 
matching them. The wallpaper was dark blue brocade on 
light blue. 

Even the furniture, which was daintily turned, was 
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painted a soft, dull blue. Bed, chest, washstand, table, 
chairs, wardrobe—everything was blue. A shiver went 
down Lila’s back. It was somehow depressing, this blue 
room, She noted with relief that the fireplace, where a 
small fire crackled, the woodwork, and door were of 
mahogany, 

“Where’s the balcony, do you suppose?” Aunt Catherine 
asked. She was at a window, pushing aside the draperies. 

Lila went to the draperies at the back of the chamber. 
Behind them she discovered a glass door leading onto a 
balcony. She opened the door and peered out, the rain 
louder now, misting into her face. The balcony was more 
a ledge than anything else, too narrow to accommodate 
a chair. She closed the docr, rearranged the drapery. 

“For ornament only,” she told her aunt. “Let’s look at 
the other chamber, then you take your pick.” 

Accordingly, they took the lamp and went through the 
connecting doorway. The chamber was an exact twin 
to the oth®* except there was no balcony. 

“You're to have this one,” Lila declared. “Partly be- 
cause it’s got windows that must look to the front of the 
house, mostly because you're already in here, and I’m 
not letting you take the extra steps to go back into the 
other room.” 

Without protest her aunt sat down in a chair, removed 
her bonnet and sat looking at Lila, “Darling,” she said.: 
And then: “At least, you gave him some happiness before 
... he knew you were on the way to marry him.” 

Lila nodded. “I have no regrets,” she said. Then, to 
hold back useless tears, she took her aunt’s bonnet, laid 
it on the shelf in the wardrobe, removed her own bonnet 
and put it beside the other one, “You sit right there and 
don’t move,” she said. “I’m going to ring for our luggage 
and some food.” 

Quickly she lighted all the lamps, two for each chamber, 
She set them where they’d cast the most light. There was 
blackness enough in her over Giles; she didn’t need 
shadows and darkness in these rooms. 

It was as she crossed her own bedchamber to the bellrope 
beside the door that apprehension lanced through her. 
How was she going to take care of Aunt Catherine now? 
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They were penniless, having used all their money to pay 
their fare to California. She couldn’t even open a boarding 
house, because she couldn't finance it. The only possible 
hope was for her to get a job cooking in someone else’s 
boarding house, if she could find one that would support 
the two of them. 

She pulled the bellrope firmly. She wouldn’t worry about 
ways and means tonight. The first thing was to get Aunt 
Catherine into bed. 

Now she opened the door and peered out. It was too 
Soon for anyone to answer the bell, but she was too 
anxious to wait patiently, 

Unexpectedly, in the dim light from her chamber, she 
saw @ man coming along the hallway. He was bent for- 
ward, carrying one of their trunks on beefy shoulders, 
There was a glance from sullen dark eyes that seemed 
to look at her through their shaggy brows, and then she 
moved aside so he could bring the trunk into the chamber. 

He thumped it onto the floor willy-nilly and straightened. 
He was about fifty, a rough, bull-built man. He had shag- 
gy brown hair marked with silver, a weathered skin, and 
4 mouth that stretched from one side of his face to the 
other, 

“You're... Bawley?” she asked, 

“Bawley Jones,” he said in a gtowling voice. “I work 
on the place. With the camels now.” 

He turned back into the hallway and shouldered the 
second trunk, which he'd apparently brought up a bit 
earlier. He was scowling fiercely as he dumped it beside 
the first, then brought in the portmanteaus and thumped 
them down. 

“Thank you,” Lila said. “Can you bring up some hot 
water, please? And ask someone for a tray ... anything 
will do, My aunt isn’t strong, and she needs to bathe and 
eat something,” 

Bawley hesitated, scowl deeper, “I'll ask Daisy,” he said, 
turned on his heel, and left. 

Lila lifted her aunt’s portmanteau and carried it into 
the other chamber, It dragged heavily on her arms, and 
she set it down gratefully and began to open it. 

“Looks like that man could have brought it in here 
for you,” Aunt Catherine remarked. “His not doing it 
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isn’t good manners. To say nothing of the way that house- 
keeper and her daughter acted. None of the supposed 
western hospitality has been used on us yet, that’s a cinch.” 

“No, it hasn’t,” Lila agreed. “But then, maybe I do seem 
like an ... well, adventuress, to them.” She took out the 
older woman’s nightdress, robe, and slippers, then her 
own. These she put on the bed. Then she unpacked their 
toilet articles and laid them on the two chests, Aunt Cath- 
erine’s in this chamber, her own in the other chamber. 
She stowed clean undergarments in drawers, then closed 
the portmanteau. 

“TI think Fil unpack our dresses and hang them up,” 
she told her aunt. “It won’t take long to pack them again.” 

“All right, darling,” agreed Aunt Catherine. “It is good 
to let the wrinkles shake out ... they’ve been crushed in 
that trunk all this time. It'll give them a chance to air 
out a little, too.” 

Lila was hanging her last dress in the wardrobe in her 
chamber when Daisy and Patricia appeared, the house- 
keeper carrying a tray, the girl a pitcher of hot water. 
They made no response when Lila thanked them, but 
turned and left. 

After they had bathed as well as they could and were 
in their robes, hair braided for the night, Lila and her 
aunt sat down to the cold supper the housekeeper had 
brought. There were thin slices of roast beef and bread, 
a salad of potatoes and eggs, cold milk. There were two 
peeled, sectioned oranges. 

Lila realized that her hunger no longer existed, that 
it had vanished under the shock of Giles’ death. One 
glance at her aunt told that the same was true of her. 
Nevertheless, they ate, though lightly. Lila found that 
the milk went down more easily than the food, so drank 
most of her glassful. 

When they had finished, Aunt Catherine got into her 
bed and pulled the covers to her waist. “We're really 
in a pickle,” she said. “We're not wanted here—that’s 
as plain as the nose on your face.” 

“Giles wanted us,” Lila said. “He wanted us before 
he ... he’d want us now. I’m sorry if the others in this 
house, Timothy Castle and the servants, don’t want us, but 
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Pm going to stay until after the funeral. Out of respect 
for Giles, Aunt Catherine. It’s the least T can do. And 


it’s the last thing I can do for Giles. We'll worry about 
What we're going to do for a living later.” 
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A tapping came. Lila sat up in bed, The tapping sounded 
again, went into a subdued pounding. 

Outside the rain was falling steadily, harder than last 
night. Very little daylight, and that of deepest gloom, 
fingered past. the draperies. The fire was dead. 

And somewhere in this funereal house lay the cold and 
handsome body of Giles, Giles, who had touched her 
life with warmth and love and hope, but briefly, so briefly. 

Now came a definite thumping at the door. 

Lila caught up her robe, pulled the gold cashmere of 
it together in front, hurried across the floor. She hastily 
glanced at her aunt through the connecting door as she 
went. She was sleeping deeply and Lila realized, with 
a pang, that she’d been perhaps seriously weakened by 
the long stagecoach trip. 

She cracked open the door. “Bawley?”’ 

He was scowling, hands gripping a tray on which were 
coffeepot and cups. He thrust the tray at her so hard 
that, when she took it, she all but stepped backward. 
somehow she steadied herself, but not before some of 
the coffee sloshed out on the tray. 

“Breakfast in the dining room in an hour,” Bawley 
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growled. “I ain’t house help. I done this because today’s 
the funeral.” 

Then, in that massive way he had, he turned on his 
heel and feft. 

Aunt Catherine was awake by the time Lila had closed 
the door. She sat up in bed and it was as if a transforma- 
tion had taken: place, she looked so much better. 

“That sleep really did me good,” she declared. “Let's 
have that coffee, darling, then discuss what we do next.” 

Lila rebuilt the fire, they drank the coffee, then Aunt 
Catherine brought up the fact they'd have to dress suitably 
for the funeral service. “It’s a blessing we've both got 
black dresses,” she said. “I learned long ago, when I wasn’t 
tmauch older than you are now, that it never pays a 
Woman to be without black.” . 

. A great heaviness went through Lila, and then a greater 
rebellion. It wasn’t fair that a young and handsome man 
like Giles, a good person and a gentleman, with all his 
life before him, should be stricken down and today, this 
Training, horrible day, be lowered into the earth. 

“Lila, now,” Aunt Catherine chided, with. normal 
briskness in her tone. “Let’s get on with what we must 
do.” 

Lila put her arms around the older woman, hugged 
her. She had much to be grateful for, Aunt Catherine 
was better this morning, she really was. 

Then she crossed to the wardrobe and opened it. “Let’s 
get you into your dress first, how about that?” she asked. 

When they were ready, they stood together before the 
long mirror in Lila’s chamber. The dresses were similar, 
Aunt Catherine’s of black poplin, Lila’s of black cashmere, 
The bodices were cut on moderate lines, boned and fitted 
over their slim, uncorseted bodies, Lila’s a bit more closely 
fitted than her aunt’s, The waists were belted and the 
sleeves, set in without gathers, expanded to a moderate 
puff at the wrist. The skirts were full, Lila’s fuller than 
Aunt Catherine’s, both made to be worn over hoops if 
SO desired, though they seldom wore hoops and certainly 
not today. Their shoes were black, Lila’s high-heeled, her 
aunt’s low-heeled. Lila drew a black lace stole around 
her shoulders, and the older woman wore a soft, black 
woolen shawl. 
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Lila stared at their reflection, chin firm, holding back 
tears. She had expected to stand before this mirror, or 
some mirror, in the white silk wedding dress Aunt Cath- 
erine had made for her, not in widow’s weeds. She listened 
to the rain, felt the weeping in her heart, then, seeing 
the troubled look on her aunt’s mirrored face, turned 
briskly. 

“Let’s go,” she said. “We're early, but I must—see 
Giles.” 

She didn’t want to go directly to the dining room, to 
face the living—Timothy and whoever else would be there. 
She wanted to see Giles first, wanted to, yet dreaded 
it. But definitely there was a need in her to go to him. 

“T know, dear,” Aunt Catherine murmured. “We'll pay 
our respects to Giles now.” 

They went quietly along the hallway, down the spiraling 
stairs. It seemed to Lila that she heard a door close some- 
where below, softly, but when they reached the ground 
floor no one was to be seen. And every polished door was 
closed, guarding its room. 

They stood a moment, uncertain which door to open. 

“This one,” Lila whispered, and put her hand on the 
knob of the first door. “This should be the front parlor.” 

Last night she had twice passed this door, unaware 
that behind it lay her dead fiance. 

She pushed the door. It was made of a slab of mahogany 
and was very heavy, but it opened noiselessly. 

The parlor was lamp-lit, deserted, and ice cold. It was 
long and wide and stark. At the far end, before a cold 
white marble fireplace, stood the black coffin, wide at 
the top, tapering at the foot. The lid was raised, and a 
big spray of white flowers had been arranged to cover the 
lower part of the open coffin. 

Above the mantel loomed the portrait of an older man. 
He was built like a red bull. He had unruly, fiery hair 
that was every bit as red as that of Timothy Castle. His 
eyebrows were fiery and bushed onto his nose. His mouth 
was long and firm across his wide face. 

Fierce though the man seemed, Lila saw a flash of Giles 
in him and knew. This was Matthew Castle. This was the 
driving, restless man who had acquired the countless 
acres, who had built this house, who had meant te run 
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his camel caravans across the land, even coast to coast, 
This was the man who had passed his life’s fruitage into. 
the hands of Giles, his grandson, whose hands also were 
now, in their turn, stilled in death. 

She tore her eyes from the portrait, avoided the coffin, 
moved them over the room. The deeply red carpet glowed, 
the matching drapes covered the windows completely, 
These drapes had hidden any gleam of light when they 
arrived, 

She stared at the coffin again. Outside, the rain flowed 
and wept. Her heart felt like a huge, beating stone. She 
stood very still, holding back her surging grief, denying 
tears, fighting her way to the decent composure Giles 
deserved. 

She moved toward the coffin, toward Giles. She took 
each step with care, because she musn’t trip, not here. 
She knew that her aunt was moving with the same care, and 
for the same reason, just a step behind. 

She came to the coffin, gently laid her hands on the 
rim, looked upon Giles. He was as handsome as he’d been 
in life, though there was the chiseled look of the statue 
about him. They'd dressed him in black, with a white 
shirt and a black bow tie. His shapely lips were closed, 
They were pale, and looked infinitely sad, as though they 
had never smiled. But they had smiled, oh they had, they 
had smiled at her, 

Blinking away the scald of tears, she fastened her gaze 
on ‘his hands, which were folded on his chest, the fingers 
long and graceful and waxen, holding one small, perfect 
white rose. Those hands had held her own so tenderly, had 
lain along the sides of her face when he had kissed her 
goodbye, those pale lips so light, so gentle, on her lips. 
Through the mist of tears, through the blinking she did to 
hold them unshed, it seemed there was something protrud- 
ing beyond that rose in his fingers. 

She leaned closer, trying to see. There really was some- 
thing there, a bit of paper. She heard Aunt Catherine gasp 
as she put out her hand and pulled the paper free, but 
she didn’t falter. 

Numbly, she unfolded the Paper, which was very small 
and on which someone had penned words in black ink, 
using block letters. She read them in a flash. 
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“Kansas City Girl. 
“Go back. 
“Get out of California, 
“Now.” 
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“What is it?” whispered Aunt Catherine. “Who would 
Putin nies 

Lila gave her the slip of paper. She stared numbly at 
the face of Giles, who could not tell her who had left 
the note in his waxen hands. Before she could reply to 
her aunt, the door opened and a whole group of people, 
led by Timothy, filed into the parlor, came silently toward 
the coffin, 

Aunt Catherine pressed the paper into Lila’s hand, and 
she slipped it into the deep slit-pocket of her skirt. She 
Stared at the approaching group, noting that every person 
among them looked not only sad but very tired, as if they'd 
had no sleep. 

Did one of them, one of these people, put the note 
in Giles’ hands? she wondered. And if one of them did, 
how could he ... or she... know I'd be the one to find 
it? 

The group came right up to the coffin, five people in 
all—Timothy, three other men, and a girl. 

“I see you found your way here,” Timothy said, his 
reddish brown eyes not at all friendly. 
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“Yes,” she told him evenly, “we wanted to pay our 
respects without further delay.” 

“That’s why we're all here,” Timothy said. “Even though 
we've sat up all night. Daisy and Patricia and Bawley have 
sat, too. Bawley will take over while we're at breakfast.” 

Now one of the men, a tall, strongly built man of about 
twenty-nine, stepped forward. He had dull gold hair, eyes 
of clouded blue, and near-handsome features. 

“’m Steven Perry, Miss Bruce,” he said, glanced at 
Aunt Catherine to include her, then back to Lila. “You'll 
be seeing me around. Matthew gave me a room here so 
I could spend all my time away from my office in seeing 
to his legal affairs. I’m at your service ... anything you 
need or want to know, please feel free to ask.” 

Lila found herself responding to his warmth, the first 
warmth extended her since arriving. He made a brief and 
solemn smile with his rather thin, dark red lips, and the 
smile imparted a hint of understanding, of tenderness, 
which rendered her suddenly weak and more than a little 
tremulous. 

“This is a sad and awkward place to meet,” he continued, 
“but meet we must, since you were Giles’ fiancee, and I 
was involved in turning over to him his inheritance when 
—” He broke off, gazed at her ruefully. 

“Thank you, Mr. Perry,” Lila murmured. 

“Make it ‘Steven’. .. please. Everybody calls me that.” 

“Very well,” she agreed, not knowing what else to 
say. Indeed, in her numbness and shock, she was thankful 
to this young attorney, for he truly was the only person 
thus far who had treated herself and her aunt with kind- 
ness and courtesy, who had welcomed them to any degree. 

She liked him and, despite her state, felt drawn to him. 

Now Timothy drew forward the girl in the party. “Miss 
Bruce,” he said, still in that unfriendly tone, “this is Fancey 
Abbott, our next-door neighbor, so to speak. Fancey ... 
Lila Bruce, Giles’ fiancee.” He spoke the word “fiancee” 
in a manner that sounded like a vicious hatchet had 
chipped it out of ice. 

Fancey offered her hand, and Lila surrendered her own 
for a brief touch. Despite the situation, she found herself 
studying the girl closely. Surely that was sheer hatred those 
gold-flecked brown eyes were stabbing at her. 

If this was true, Fancey veiled it instantly with a look 
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of sadness and warmth. “You poor thing,” she said, her 
voice carrying that flat California brashness. “To be 
engaged to poor, darling Giles, and for this to happen! 
I grew up with all these men—Giles and Timothy and 
Steven and these other two! Giles was older, of course 
.-. Pm even younger than Timothy, I'm twenty-two. 
We've been very close. My daddy’s ranch touches borders 
with House of the Camel rancho.” 

Tears pooled suddenly in her eyes, and she brushed her 
gold-shot brown hair from her brow, though it was per- 
fection itself. Her face, its features soft and rounded, 
quivered suddenly. One tear went down her tanned cheek 
and she brushed it away, and touched her fashionable 
black dress, setting the hoops under the wide skirt to move 
gently, 

“I never thought this would happen,” she mourned. 
“Giles was so handsome, so... everything. It’s a terrible 
loss. Don’t you think he looks wonderful, Lila—may I call 
you ‘Lila,’ darling?” 

Lila nodded in answer to both questions, received 
another stab of hatred from those tear-wet eyes. Again, 
as if it had been no more than an illusion, the hatred 
vanished and there was only the sorrow. 

This girl must have wanted Giles for herself, Lila 
thought. She wondered if Fancey had been in love with 
him. And then she wondered if it had been Fancey who 
had put the note in his hands, 

“Lila,” she heard Timothy say coolly, and with a small 
shock realized he’d spoken her name quite naturally, “this 
is Roger Castle, our second cousin, son of Matthew’s 
brother, Jason. Roger’s as dedicated a rancher as any of 
the rest of us.” 

Lila found herself turning to the tall, broadly built man 
of perhaps twenty-seven who stepped forward. Intense 
was the word for him, she thought, from his deep brown, 
probing eyes to the burning red-gold of his curly hair. 
His features were generous, even too big, but had a chiseled 
look that reminded her of Giles. His skin was fair with 
golden freckles, though not as many as Timothy had. 

His mouth was big and firm, and the grip of his hand 
Was sure and gave her, momentarily, a feeling of safety. 
His voice, when at last he spoke, was as intense as himself. 

“Tm as dedicated as Uncle Matt, but far from being 
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as successful ... yet,” he said. “Or as big. My rancho 
adjoins Uncle Matt’s here on the opposite side from the 
Abbotts’, but it’s small. Very small ... too small.” 

“Roger'll get his land,” Fancey put in, speaking directly 
to Lila. “My daddy says he’s a goer second to none.” 

“Oh, that’s putting it pretty strong,” Roger protested, 
and Lila had the impression that, were they not in the 
presence of the dead, he would have smiled, even laughed. 

Yet, he would have intended no levity. She found herself 
drawn to him, as to the young attorney. Because he was 
friendly, was warm. 

“No it isn’t putting it strong!” Fancey declared. “If 
a girl was to wait,” she continued, with another of those 
swiftly venomous looks at Lila, “Roger’ll give her every- 
thing Giies could.” 

“You're a mercenary girl for one with a rich daddy,” 
the young man who remained in the background now said. 

Lila glanced his way, getting an impression of a strong, 
broad build and tan coloring—hair, eyes, and very wide 
eyebrows, all tan. His skin, too. He must be thirty, she 
thought, as Giles had been. 

He smiled at her, briefly, soberly. 

“George Damon,” Timothy said. “Lila Bruce ... her 
aunt, Miss Catherine Bruce. George is our neighbor across 
the way. Miss Bruce ... George Damon, Roger Castle, 
Fancey Abbott.” 

There was a general subdued nodding. Only Fancey 
marred it by piercing Aunt Catherine with the same look 
she'd given Lila. 

As if by common accord, they gathered in at the coffin, 
gazed, murmured. They approved of Giles’ suit, of the way 
his hair was swept back from his brow, of the way his 
hands were folded upon his chest. 

The hands into which someone—one of these, one of 
the servants, someone yet unknown—had put the note 
ordering Lila to leave California. Now. 

Watching them gathered to ther departed fiance, she 
went into a whirl of grief, which she crushed relentlessly 
back. She was bewildered, too, and upset because of the 
note. And the people she had met were puzzling, divided 
into two camps toward herself and ber aunt. They'd 
had nothing but coldness from Timothy Castle and the 
servants, and only warmth from Steven Perry, the attorney, 
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Roger Castle, the cousin, and George Damon, the neighbor. 
As for Fancey, Lila knew the girl hated her for some 
reason despite the warmth she demonstrated; these looks 
she couldn’t quite control betrayed her. 

Lila was disturbed by the coldness, the hatred. For one 
fleeting instant, she was upset even by the friendliness-—— 
was there some sinister reason behind it? 

And then her Missouri stubbornness took over. She lifted 
her chin, edged through those gathered at the coffin, looked 
once more upon Giles. Then she turned away, knowing 
she’d not return for another look. 
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When Bawley appeared to sit with the coffin, they went 
to breakfast. Steven Perry appointed himself to escort 
Lila and her aunt to the dining room and walked between 
them, a hand under an elbow of each. 

As he spoke gently of the house, the weather, Lila again 
felt drawn to him. And then guilt took her that she could 
feel attracted to another man before Giles was even 
buried. It’s not that sort of attraction, she thought, it 
couldn't be. It’s only that he’s warm and kind and thought- 
ful. It’s quite natural to turn to him rather than to 
Timothy, for instance. 

The dining room proved to be the last room at the end 
of the hallway, and no one was there when they entered, 
not even a servant. Here again there was deep red on 
the floor and at the windows, though the drapes were open. 
Rain streamed ceaselessly beyond the windows, shrouding 
the world. 

The table was draped in white linen that hung to the 
carpet. It was laid with ornate silver and the thinnest of 
white china with silver rims. Silver-domed serving .dishes 
were ranged the length of the table, steam rising from 
their edges. 
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Chairs not in use were set against the wall. They were 
of mahogany with wine velvet seats. The massive side- 
boards held silver services for coffee and tea, one facing 
the fireplace where flames leapt, the other facing a 
window. 

Patricia came in bearing another silver-covered bowl. 
Fancey spoke to the girl instantly, giving her the same 
venomous sort of lock she’d given Lila. 

“What have you got there?” she demanded, “Not some 
of that warmed-over hash, I hope.” 

Patricia’s black eyes went sullen, Her mouth drooped, 
and she gave a sultry twist that set her skirt swirling 
around her slender ankles. “My mother,” she said, nothing 
enticing about her tone now, “has baked biscuits for the 
-.. Strangers.” She gave Lila a sullen glance, then set the 
dish on the table. 

Fancey shrugged gracefully, stood prettily waiting for 
Timothy to hold her chair, rewarded him with a lingering 
smile, and setiled her hoops. The rest of them took their 
places. 

There was fried ham, delicately fried eggs, coffee and 
the biscuits with butter, and some strange orange mar- 
malade Lila had never seen before. She took a small piece 
of ham and an egg on her plate, as well as a biscuit. 

As they began to eat, Lila couldn’t help noticing how 
Fancey kept looking into Timothy’s eyes. He sometimes 
smiled at her, but then that was natural, they’d grown 
up together. 

It seemed that Patricia was underfoot at all times, 
herself forever trying to catch Timothy’s eye. Twice Lila 
saw Patricia and Fancey exchange a vicious glance. At 
the same time, both of them gave Lila nothing but the 
coolest of looks, 

“Eat up, everybody,” Timothy said from the head of 
the table. “We've been through a painful time, and there’s 
more ahead. It won’t help—or change anything—for us 
to fast.” 

“You're right, Timothy!” Fancey agreed. “You're always 
right! Giles’d be the last person in the world to want us 
to go around all trembly. It’s our duty to eat, it’s one last 
thing we can de for him!” She demonstrated her own theory 
by putting a bite of ham into her mouth. 

Lila didn’t like Fancey any better than she liked Patricia, 
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but there’d been truth in what she said. Accordingly, though 
her stomach threatened to revolt, she buttered her biscuit 
and nibbled. She put cream into her coffee and sipped. 
Then she tried some of the egg and a bit of ham. Gradually 
she made headway, noting that her aunt, across the table, 
was doing the same. : 

“It seems to me,” the young attorney said presently, 
“that for Lila’s benefit—and her aunt’s—she should be 
given the facts.” 

“You do it, Steven,” Timothy said. “It will be clearer 
if you do it. You're in possession of more detail. You're 
the expert on Castle history.” 

“Perhaps I am,” Steven admitted slowly. “You sée, 
ladies, I've been underfoot at the old Castle house and 
here, at House of the Camel, ever since I was able to walk. 
Td run off to play with Giles and Tim. I guess there’s 
no one living who has more respect and admiration for 
the Castles and what they’ve achieved than I have. 

“As to the Castle history in these parts,” he continued, 
“it’s not a long one to tell.” He smiled soberly from Lila 
to her aunt. “Matthew Castle came to California when he 
was twenty, got a piece of land, cultivated and reaped, got 
more land, planted and reaped, acquired still more acreage. 
So it went until, it seemed, he’d spread from horizon 
to horizon. Though the Abbott rancho and Roger’s land 
do touch House of the Camel boundaries, both are 
miles away, that’s how extensive Matthew's holdings were. 
He was ambitious, driving, and, at times, unscrupulous. 
He married, lost his wife and later his only son te typhoid 
fever, but came out of it with two grandsons, Giles and 
Timothy. He never—took another wife. He concentrated 
on his grandsons, on his rancho, and various holdings. 
He did help his brother Jason get a start, which land came 
down to his nephew, Roger here. 

“He built this house to his own design. He named it, 
and with it renamed the rancho, House of the Camel. He 
decided to make Giles his heir in spite of Giles’ weak 
lungs. He would never admit, even to himself, that Giles 
might die. He decided against making. Timothy the main 
heir because he was younger and because he was hellbent 
to join the army to fight on the side of the North. He talked 
Timothy into staying on until Giles could make the trip 
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for his health and to find caravan markets, and then he 
died and Giles had to be called home. 

“You may have sensed that members of the household 
were disturbed over your arrival, Lila, over your saying 
you were Giles’ fiancee. This was because Giles didn’t tell 
them about you. He didn’t tell even his brother or his 
grandfather, 

“Of course, Matthew was dying, was past being told any- 
thing. After Matthew’s funeral, Giles: confided in me, in 
strictest secrecy. This was after I'd read the will that made 
Giles heir, and after Timothy had agreed to stay on a 
bit longer to help Giles. get the rancho straightened away. 

“So only I knew about you, Lila, knew that Giles was 
going to marry, that he meant to have you come out here 
for the wedding. He swore me to secrecy. I was getting 
all his legal matters in order so he’d know exactly what was 
in the estate. 

“As soon as I finished, he meant to make his own will. 
Then, suddenly, he became very weak, very ifl. I tele- 
graphed you warning you not to make the trip out just now 
if you’d planned to come. I told you it would be impossible 
to get here in time to see him, and—” He paused, eyes 
glinting. “--I was, unfortunately, right. Apparently you 
never received my message, but were already on the way.” 

He fell silent, watching her so expectantly, as indeed 
they all were, that Lila groped for words. “I. ... you’re very 
kind to explain things,” she faltered. 

“It’s not simply kindness,” Steven responded, “but my 
duty as Matthew’s and Giles’ attorney. With his dying 
intestate, leaving not so much as an oral will, it falls to 
me to straighten out the legal tangle his affairs are now 
in oo 


“How do you account for the tangle?” Timothy asked. 
“Seems to me it’s a matter of next-in-line.” 

“And so it will be eventually,” Steven agreed. “Mean- 
while, there are steps that must be taken, procedures that 
must be followed. The first thing I propose to do is to 
gather you all together after the burial and read Matthew’s 
last will and testament again,” 

“For what purpose?” demanded Timothy. “We all know 
what was in it. He left me twenty thousand dollars in gold, 
my cousin Roger five thousand dollars, a thousand each 
to Daisy and Bawley. All the rest—land, cattle, buildings, 
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investments, and the camel caravan went to Giles. Wem 
in possession of these facts.” 

“And will inherit as stated,” Steven agreed. “But reading 
the will again, this time with Lila and her aunt present, 
will set them right on it and make it doubly clear to the 
rest of you. Then I shall proceed, step by step, to untangle 
loose ends and eventually see to it that all is in your pos- 
session, Timothy. Patience. That’s the prime requisite of 
legal matters.” 

“Why should my aunt and myself hear the will?” Lila 
asked. “It holds no significance for us. Giles’ grandfather 
didn’t know we so much as exist.” 

“My niece is right,” Aunt Catherine said firmly. “We're 
not family, and we’d be intruding.” 

Silence enveloped the tabie. Fancey and Patricia both 
were trying to catch Timothy’s eyes, both looking as if 
they would smile comfort and encouragement to him 
should they succeed. He gave no sign that he noticed, 
his attention being on Steven. He was frowning slightly. 

Daisy came in at this time with a fresh pot of coffee. 
She looked wearier than any of the others, eyes red- 
rimmed, features drawn. She gave Fancey a cold look, 
then turned it on Lila briefly as she set the pot on the 
table. 

She must have loved Giles, Lila thought, must have 
been the one who laid him out, who put his black suit 
on him. Probably she’d ‘been the one who had sat with 
him most during the long night. 

She had come in and heard the discussion of the will. 
Now she, along with the others, seemed to wait, in the 
throbbing silence, for more. 

“Surely you understand, all of you,” Lila said. “My 
aunt and I simply are not attending the reading. It has 
nothing to do with us.” 


a 
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The eyes of every person in the room swung to Lila. 
She felt a furious burning in her cheeks, her neck, down 
her bosom. The eyes bored at her, and the house seemed 
to be closing around this room, and the room in turn to 
telescope in on her, squeezing and hating and determined 
to annihilate her, 

Now even her limbs were burning. She firmed her lips, 
and they were hot and dry. 

Aunt Catherine had gone rosy, too. Miserably, Lila 
wished to spring up and flee the room, taking her aunt 
with her. To go straight upstairs, pack their belongings 
and leave this place. There’d be a boarding house in 
the town, there was sure to be. She’d talk the landlady 
into giving them shelter in return for work, the hardest 
work, 

But she couldn’t do that, not yet. She had to stay until 
the funeral was over, until Giles was buried. 

“Tm sorry, Lila,” Steven said. “I didn’t mean to be 
overbearing. If you and your aunt feel reluctant or un- 
comfortable about being present, we'll understand. And 
actually there’s no legal reason that you be there.” 
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Timothy gave Lila a cold look. 

Perturbed, she glanced from him to the others. Fancey’s 
expression was icy, little slivers of ice seeming to stab 
from her eyes, making them lighter in color. George 
Damon looked puzzled, but gave a small, reassuring smile 
when she met his gaze. Roger Castle did the same. When 
she looked at Daisy and Patricia, both of them were 
glaring. 

Four open antagonists, she thought, bewildered. Tim- 
othy, Fancey, Daisy, and Patricia. Bawley, too, which 
makes it five who are cold and disapproving, even hating. 
And there are three who are warm or at least friendly— 
Steven Perry, the attorney, Roger Castle, the cousin, 
George Damon, the neighbor. 

How was she to know which one of them was her 
enemy? Which one had printed that note and left it in 
Giles’ dead hands for her to find? Which one of them 
wanted her out of House of the Camel—one of the cold 
ones, or one of the warm ones? 

“We're making Lila uncomfortable,” Roger spoke up. 
He continued, his voice gentle, his red-gold hair like sun- 
light in the rain-shadowed room. “We Castles are hard to 
understand, Lila ... Miss Bruce. We're used to having 
our own way, we got that straight from Matthew, be if 
how to sow a crop, breed a horse, run a camel train, read 
a will. We go for what we want, and if there’s opposition 
we mow it down, trample it underfoot. Not because we 
mean to inflict trouble, but because the Castle objective 
must be achieved.” 

“A lot of which has rubbed off om Steven,” Timothy 
added. “He couldn’t avoid it. He was with Grandfather, 
running his legal work, as much if not more than Giles 
and I were.” 

“Goodness!” cried Fancey, her eyes soft for Timothy. 
“Vou do know how to talk, Timothy Castle, how to say 
things! You’re as good at it as Steven, and you're not 
even an attorney! You just never fail to amaze me! No 
matter what the problem is, you always do exactly right! 
Doesn’t he, Roger?” 

Roger half-smiled. “I have no criticism. I don’t pay close 
enough attention to what goes on at House of the Camel 
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“Oh, I know!” chided Fancey; her eyes only a trifle less 
attentive for the cousin than for the grandson. “You goer, 
you! You're so busy building your rancho and getting 
@¥ead that you don’t stick your nose into your kinfolks’ 
affairs! You Castles ... you're really the most intriguing 
men ever born!” 

“Come, now,” George Damon smiled, “that’s pretty 
thick, Fancey! You're embarrassing them, to say nothing 
of the ladies. Remember, they don’t really know you.” 

“No Castle can be embarrassed!” Fancey declared. She 
tossed her head. “And Lila and her aunt’ll just have to 
get used to the way I am! Some of the Castle has rubbed 
off on me, to say nothing of the Abbott from my daddy! 
He’s always told me to take what I want, say what I want, 
do what I want! That’s his way just as it’s the Castle way. 
It’s what I had to do anyhow, being raised with all the 
Castle men! I simply couldn’t let myself be a worm, all 
of them trampling me!” 

Daisy, who had left the room, now came in through 
the hallway door. “The preacher’s here, Timothy,” she 
announced tonelessly. “I showed him into the front parlor. 
Him and his wife and that Miss Grosshart he says is going 
to sing a song.” 

Timothy pushed back from the table, stood. He pulled 
a gold watch from his pocket, glanced at it. 

“Services in forty minutes,” he said. “I'll go to Preacher 
Blalock and the ladies now, When they’ve— I'll bring them 
to the library. If you'll all wait there, please.” 

After he had gone, the rest of them filed silently to the 
library. Here there were no lamps, but the draperies were 
partly open and admitted the dark and raining daylight. 

They sat in silence and waited—Lila, her aunt, Steven 
Perry, Roger Castle, George Damon, Fancey Abbott. 
The girl moved her head from time to time, almost with 
a toss, but refrained from speaking. The three men sat 
quietly, looking solemn and withdrawn. 

Lila was beginning to feel that she was trapped in a 
bad dream, that none of this was real. But then she remem- 
bered Giles, how he looked in his coffin, and the reality 
pierced her with grief. She held back her tears and tried 
to measure her grief. Was it deep enough ... was iillis 
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how a wife felt when she lost her beloved husband? But 
I can’t expect it to be that of a wife, she thought. 

Tt was while she thought thus that the house again 
seemed to press in on her, And despite telling herself that 
it was impossible for a house to push and hate and plot, 
the feeling persisted. 

Aunt Catherine broke into it, banished it. “I believe 

the rain isn’t quite as hard,” she said. “Maybe it'll ... let 
up.” 
Lila hoped Giles wouldn’t have to be lowered into 
his final resting place in a downpour, that his body 
wouldn’t be subjected to the seep and puddle of water, 
that it could rest in decency, at least for a time. A prayer 
that this might be so went through her and she sat listening 
tensely to the rain, thinking that it really had lessened, 
hoping, willing, praying that it would stop. 

It was then that Timothy appeared. He brought the 
three people with him directly to the couch where Lila 
and her aunt were sitting. 

“Reverend Blalock,” he said to the kind-faced old 
man whose arm he held, “Miss Lila Bruce and Miss Cath- 
erine Bruce.” 

Lila rose out of respect for the minister, put her hand 
in his, murmured. Aunt Catherine did the same. 

The preacher was as kind-spoken as his face. “My 
heart is with you,” he said. “I’ve known Giles since he 
was born. A finer lad never came into the church. This is 
my wife,” he continued, drawing forward the gray-clad 
little old woman who looked so much like him she might 
have been his blood sister. 

She extended warm, firm hands that pressed Lila’s hands, 
then took Aunt Catherine’s hands. She didn’t so much 
as murmur; her hands expressed everything. 

“Miss Tabitha Grosshart, our church soprano,” con- 
tinued the minister, indicating a raw-boned woman in 
her forties. She, like the Blalocks, was dressed in black. 
Her brown hair was slicked from her big-boned face in 
utmost severity, disappearing under her black bonnet. 
Her face was a sun-bitten California face. 

“Pleased,” she said in the California tone. “I’m to sing,” 
she added. 
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Lila caught a sudden movement from Fancey. The girl 
was hastily overcoming a derisive smile. 

Timothy seated the newcomers, then left the room. 
Again they all sat in silence. Lila stared at the windows. 
The rain had let up some more, yes it had. Presently the 
sound of drizzle faded away to a fast, hard dripping that, 
in turn, stopped. 

In 2 moment, weak sunlight showed beyond the win- 
dows. Lila ached with the desire to run to them, fling 
wide the half-open draperies, let in every drop of sunshine, 
lighten this awful gloom, but she had no right, She was 
a newcomer, a bird of passage, an intruder. She hoped 
then, hoped beyond hope, that someone had opened the 
parlor draperies where Giles was spending his last mo- 
ments on earth. 

But they hadn’t. That was the first thing she saw as 
they filed into the parlor. She saw the draperies blanking 
the windows, the lamps casting their artificial glow, before 
she saw the rows of grim-faced, black-clad people who 
had been invited to the service. Others, for whom there 
were no seats, stood around the walls. 

The family party went to the front and sat in the first 
row, made up of dining-room. chairs, The other rows were 
made up of other straight chairs and a couch or two. 

There were quite a few here in front: Lila, her aunt, 
Timothy Castle, the grandson, and Roger Castle, the 
nephew, Steven Perry, the attorney, Fancey Abbott and 
George Damon, the long-time friends. Daisy and Patricia 
were seated here. Even Bawley Jones, looking rough in 
spite of the fact that he wore a black suit, was seated at 
the far end of the row. 

Reverend Blalock was standing behind the coffin, beneath 
the portrait of Matthew Castle, Bible in his hands. 

If things were different, Lila thought with a touch of 
wildness, of defiance of fate, if they’d been the way Giles 
wanted, we'd still all be here. But Giles would be standing 
beside me, P'd be wearing white. And this same preacher 
would be ... She broke her thoughts, clenched her fists 
in her lap, closed her eyes, and willed it to be over. And 
willed herself not to cry. 

She never knew if the time it took was long or short. 
She heard the preacher read from the Bible, heard the 
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spinster sing in her flat soprano, heard the preacher speak, 
heard sobs and the subdued blowing of noses. She heard 
the prayer, but not the words. 

Tears lay crushed behind her eyes, ached in her throat. 
Later, she told them, later. Who are you, anyway, why are 
you bothering me, what good are you? 

She stood when the others in her row stood, passed with’ 
them along the coffin. She didn’t look at Giles as she filed 
by, for she’d said her farewell earlier. 

There came the walk across sodden grass, Timothy 
escorting Lila and her aunt, the endless walk into the 
trees, six black-suited men bearing the coffin, the wordless 
crowd following. There came arrival at the small burial 
plot that held a few graves, a few markers. The Castle 
plot, Lila thought. Matthew, his wife, his son ... others, 

The pallbearers lowered the coffin to the grass beside 
the raw hole. The spray of white flowers almost slid off, 
but one of the pallbearers righted it. 

Lila and the other mourners stood in a huddle beside 
the grave. The others huddled behind them. 

Pale sunlight reached into the wet-sided, wet-bottomed 
pit. The pallbearers divided themselves, half on either 
side, stretched a rope across near the head, one in the 
center, another near the foot. Men sprang forward to hold 
the ropes in place, and the pallbearers lifted the coffin, 
lowered it onto the ropes. Then, gripping the ropes, they 
gradually let the coffin down to the bottom of the grave. 

Someone hissed, “The flowers!” 

The spray of blossoms still lay atop the coffin. Surely, 
Lila thought, theyll get them. out. 

It happened without warning. There was movement 
behind her that, in that first moment, she believed was 
made by the one who had gasped about the flowers. It 
was an effort, she believed, to get at the flowers, to retrieve 
them. 

Then two hands came onto her back, one at each 
shoulder, as if that one back there wanted to get her out 
of the path, and she tried to step aside. But the hands 
shoved and she was plummeting, falling forever, her hands 
coming onto wet, earthen walls, slimy walls, clutching for 
the edge and not finding it, trailing down sodden earth. 

When she landed, there was a soft, crushing sensation 
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beneath her and the smell of bruised flowers and mashed 
leaves. And then she lay motionless, though she tried to 
move. But she could not, for the breath had been knocked 
out of her. 
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“She jumped into the grave!” a woman-voice moaned, 

“Taking it hard!” breathed another. 

“Get her out!” rasped a third. 

The coffin pressed her from below, the voices from 
above. She wanted to jump up, to scramble out of this 
hoie in the ground, to be free of this horror. 

She heard her aunt call softly, “Lila ... can you speak 
.». can you move?” 

Again she tried to move, to lift herself on weak and 
useless arms, to sit. And could not. The coffin, the flowers, 
pressed her body as if, in the next heartbeat, it would 
open and suck her into itself with Giles. 

She sensed that all this was happening at once, that 
she’d only just landed on the coffin. Instinctively, she 
fought panic. She’d fallen only a few feet, had broken 
no bones, twisted no muscle, for there was no pain. 

Simultaneously, she flattened her palms, one of them 
on the flowers, the other on wood, and pushed. Her body 
lifted; she pressed the toes of her shoes against the coffin 
until no part of her, aside from palms and shoes, was 
touching the coffin. 

Even as she did this, hands came onto her, strong hands 
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that hooked under her arms and lifted ther up and out 
with a long, vigorous pull. The hands set her on the 
ground, turned her, and she was facing Timothy Castle, 
who continued to hold her shoulders in a hurting grip. 

Her breath tore in, sobbed out. She began to shake, 
tremors surging the length of her body. 

“Lila, are you all right?” she heard her aunt whisper. 

She managed to nod, breath surging. 

“Oan you stand alone?’ Timothy murmured coldly. 
“Can we go on with the services?” 

She met his reddish eyes, saw his white-lipped look, 
that mustache of freckles hard and angry. She nodded, 
her own anger rising. 

She stepped away from his hands, and he fet her go. 
She stood beside her aunt, eyes downcast, fists at her sides, 
deliberately encouraging her anger because it was driving 
out the shock, the trembling, the awful shame over spoiling 
Giles’ last rites. 

These people thought she’d jumped into the grave, that 
she was one of those hysterical females who made a travesty 
of a burial. Of course they thought that. The last thing 
they’d ever suspect, any of them, was that someone had 
deliberately pushed her into the grave. 

Actually, it didn’t matter what these people thought. 
Lila knew that she had deported herself properly, and 
Aunt Catherine knew she’d never do such a wild thing. 
She had only to tell her aunt. The others, if she chose 
to tell that she’d been pushed, could believe or not, as 
they chose, In Missouri, in the Bruce family, what counted 
was integrity. The Missourians and the Bruces stated facts; 
if those who heard disbelieved, there was no point in 
disrupting one’s life trying to convince them. 

The service ended. The grave was filled and mounded, 
The flowers, retrieved by someone, were placed at the 
head. 

Those gathered turned away, moved toward the house, 
toward carriages. The three servants and the close friends 
went next. 

The last to go were Timothy, Lila, and Aunt Catherine. 

Timothy put one hand under Lila’s elbow, the other 
under Aunt Catherine’s, and guided them toward the 
house. In the immediate grounds near the front door they 
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received condolences, then, as carriages moved away, 
turned to go inside. 

As she was about to pass through the door, Lila felt 
Timothy grip her arm tightly. She tried to pull away, but 
he would not fet her. 

“Please,” she said. “I want to be on my own.” 

She didn’t want him manhandling her. He might even 
be the one who had pushed her. 

“T saw to it that your aunt made it across the doorsill,” 
he snapped. “I propose to see that you don’t do what you 
did a while ago.” 

“What do you mean?” she cried. 

Even as she spoke, he half-lifted her across the threshold, 
released her. 

“That family stumbling is what I mean,” he said. “No 
sense for you to fall here. The stumbling’s already put 
you in the grave today.” 

Despair janced through her. It had been outrageous 
when it seemed he might think she’d flung herself into 
the grave. But for him to say that she was hopelessly clumsy 
was more than she could bear. Then her blessed dander 
came to her rescue. 

“I didn’t stumble out there,” she told him fiercely. “I 
was pushed,” 

“The folks who gathered today were very orderly. There 
was no shoving.” 

“I don’t mean that sort of thing,” she persisted. “Some- 
one put hands on my back—I felt them—and gave me 
a sudden, hard push. And I fell.” 

“Who would do a thing like that?” Timothy demanded. 

“That’s what I'd like to know,” said Aunt Catherine. 
“But I can assure you of one thing, Mr. Timothy Castle, 
if ae niece says someone pushed her, that is the way it 
was!” 

“Then she must have some idea who did it,” Timothy 
returned. His tone was disbelieving; his words were a 
challenge, a dare to Lila to prove what she had said. 

And she couldn’t prove it, she thought hotly. How can 
you prove the feel of hands on your back, of the shove? 
Perhaps, if she questioned each person who had stood 
at Giles’ graveside, she could find one who had seen, one 
who could identify the culprit if he—or she—would. 

But those who had come from town and countryside 
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were now gone, had driven away, and she didn’t know 
their names, She could demand the names from Timothy, 
and surely he would provide them. Or, would he consider 
her questioning them an insult, believing that she'd simply 
tripped and fallen? 

She could, she thought, question all those at House of 
the Camel. Maybe, if someone had seen her pushed, they’d 
tell. Unless they preferred to shield their own from Lila, 
a stranger who had received a very odd reception from 
the moment of her arrival. 

“Well?” Timothy prodded. “Who did it—who pushed 
you?” 

His reddish eyes were burning, his red hair blazing. 
He looked very angry, but whether at Lila because she 
had fallen into the grave, or at the culprit who may have 
shoved her, she had no idea. 

Swiftly she tried to think who might have done it. Any 
one of those in this house, for they had been the nearest 
to her. She and Timothy and Aunt Catherine had stood 
nearest the foot of the grave. Around and behind them 
had stood Roger Castle, Steven Perry, Fancey Abboit, 
George Damon, and the three servants. Which of these, 
however, had been in a position from which he—or she— 
could have given her a boost into the grave, she had no 
conception. The only answer she arrived at was that none 
of the others gathered there had been close enough. 

And so she informed Timothy. 

a was someone in this house,” she said, then explained 
why. 

“Which brings us,” Timothy said icily, “back to the 
original question. Since you can’t name who did it, can’t 
point to a specific person and say, ‘That’s the one, and 
I can prove it,’ maybe you can at least give a reason 
for anyone to do such a thing? On such an occasion?” 

You, for one, Lila’s mind screamed. You're cold enough, 
unfeeling enough. You could do it, because you made it 
clear I wasn’t expected in this house, wasn’t welcome! 
Or Daisy could, or Patricia—they both want you to marry 
Patricia! Or Bawley! Everybody in this house has treated 
myself and my aunt like intruders! Everybody but Steven, 
and he’s only the attorney. Roger has been decent, but 
he’s only a cousin. George Damon has been nice, but he’s 
only a neighbor. And Fancey ... it’s not too hard to tell 
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about her ... she blows hot and cold, but she’s capable 
of doing what she wants to get her way. And she wants 


you for herself! 
“The only reason I can give,” she said at last, meeting 


those burning eyes frigidly, “is that I’m not wanted here, 
that someone wants to get me out. of this house.” 

“Then,” Timothy said evenly, “I'd suggest that you 
leave, Lila. The sooner the better.” 
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Lila stared at him. 

He stared back, the fire in his eyes hotter. 

Again the great house seemed to fold itself in upon her, 
even as the grave now pressed Giles’ coffin. It seemed to 
be smothering her with its own hatred and with the hatred 
of someone else. 

Someone within these merciless walls. 

Whose hatred matched that in Timothy’s glare. 

There must be something she could say, some retalia- 
ion, some aggressive defense. She tensed, held her chin 
rigid. She wouldn’t tremble, she wouldn’t go pale. 

Above all, she wouldn’t let him throw Aunt Catherine 
out now, this moment. Her aunt had been through quite 
enough; she needed another night’s rest, She was far from 
recovered from the trip, to say nothing of the shock of 
Giles’ death and the strain of the funeral. 

Staring thus at Timothy, she became aware that it had 
begun to rain again. It was raining hard, sheets of water 
drumming and streaming over the house, covering Giles’ 
grave. It would get into the grave, into the coffin. 

“Ié you think,” she heard herself saying, “that I'll let 
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you knock my aunt around from pillar to post, that Til 
permit you to throw her out in this weather—” 

“Nothing like that,” Timothy cut in. “You'll stay the 
night, of course. I can arrange for you to take rooms in 
San Pedro until you ieave for Missouri.” 

Before she could reply, Steven approached them, coming 
from the library at the back of the house. “I’d like a word 
with all of you,” he said as he neared them. 

His eyes came at once to Lila. “My deepest commisera- 
tion,” he said. 

She nodded, appreciating his concern. 

“Now,” he continued, “I’m going to ask a great favor of 
you, Lila. And of you, Ma’am,” he added, including Aunt 
Catherine. “I know it’s against your wishes, and that it 
was said earlier that you wouldn’t attend the second reading 
of Matthew’s will, but it would ease my attorney’s mind 
if you'd reconsider.” 

“T don’t understand what purpose our being there would 
serve,” Aunt Catherine said. “After what my niece has 
been through today, I prefer to get her upstairs and to 
bed for a rest.” 

Lila’s heart went out to the older woman who herself 
needed rest. Her skin looked almost blue with fatigue, 
and her eyes were shadowed, yet she wanted to cluck and 
fuss over a perfectly healthy girl. - 

“T appreciate that, Miss Bruce,” Steven responded, 
“The point is, that having everybody in the household 
hear what the will outlines should relieve all wonders and 
possible doubts, and end the tension all may feel.” 

“How so?” asked Timothy. “That will can’t stand now. 
Giles inherited the bulk of the estate through it. It made 
no provision for the holdings in the event of Giles’ passing 
‘away intestate. Isn’t that right, Steven?” 

“Precisely. My point is, that each person involved ti 
Matthew’s will, and those who may have been involved 
in Giles’ will, had he made one, will have a clear grasp 
of the condition of the estate, and of my plan to proceed 
legally to have the holdings Giles has left allocated to the 
proper heir or heirs.” 

“Which is next-of-kin ... right?” 

“Right. Which is yourself, Timothy. The law is a tricky 
implement, however. There’s Roger, a blood-nephew of 
Matthew, second cousin to Giles ... say. he suddenly 
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decided to put in a claim. Oh, I know you have no such 
intention, Roger ... I’m merely using the possibility 
as an example. Or the servants. I know, I’m being more 
cautious than necessary, but perhaps that’s my nature 
-.. Matthew said it was. He also said that was why he 
retained me, why he wanted me here on the place, at beck 
and call. Bear with me, Timothy ... ladies ... all of you. 
Once this is over, I can proceed and everything will 
eventually be settled and there'll be no future complica- 
tions.” 

Suddenly Lila was tired of the whole thing. She was tired 
of the miles they’d traveled to get here, tired of sadness 
and bereavement and rain and discussion of wills, tired of 
being warned and even told to leave this house that hated 
her, 

But, of course, the house didn’t hate her. It was simply 
a building, made of wood, finished in mahogany, furnished 
With carpets and drapes and beds and such. It was an 
inanimate structure filled with inanimate objects, all of 
Which were incapable of hate or love or of inflicting harm, 

Suddenly, as she thought thus, the house thundered at 
her, deep and loud, and she started. And just as suddenly 
she forced composure upon herself. Of course, the house 
hadn’t thundered, nor had the heavens. It was only the 
door knocker. Someone had wielded it unexpectedly 
and hard, very hard indeed. 

Timothy strode to the door, flung it open. “Mr. John- 
stone!” he exclaimed. “TI believe it is Mr. Johnstone?” 

The man who stood outside was very tall and thin, 
cadaverous. Standing against the background of rain, he 
looked gray all over, He wore a gray suit, held a gray hat 
in one hand, a flat, gray case in the other. His hair and 
pointed beard were iron gray; even the skin of his cheeks 
and tall, bony brow had a gray cast, His eyes were like 
the rain, 

His voice, when he spoke, boomed like thunder in the 
far distance, very low and rumbling, so deep it had no 
end. “That is correct, young man,” he told Timothy. War- 
ren J. Johnstone, attorney-at-law. I believe the burial 
services for the late Giles Castle have come to: an end, 
the outsiders who were invited to attend have departed, 
and the family and close friends and servants are in the 
house?” 
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“That’s right, sir,’ Timothy said. His tone was cool,. 
courteous, even. “I’m Timothy Castle, sir, Giles’ younger 
brother. Is there something I can do for you?” 

The newcomer lifted the gray case he carried. “Tm 
Giles Castle’s attorney,” he said. “I’m here at his instruc- 
tion. It seems,” he added, “that my arrival is unexpected.” 

“Frankly, sir,” Timothy admitted, “it is.” 

“You might invite me inside, Mr. Castle,” said John- 
stone. “I have with me Giles Castle’s last will and testa- 
ment.” 


. 


Timothy stepped aside, gesturing for the older man 
to enter. Johnstone did so, his face cold, his gray eyes 
narrowed. 

Steven Perry came forward, looking puzzled and dis- 
pleased. “I’m Steven Perry,” he said, “Matthew Castle’s 
attorney. We've met.” 

“Yes,” the older man replied shortly. “In court.” 

Quickly now, Steven introduced Johnstone to Lila and 
her aunt. 

“Now,” he asked when this was done, “what is this 
about a will, sir? I talked to Giles at length about drafting 
a last will and testament and, even though he wasn’t at 
all times practical, he was thinking over the provisions 
he would make. I live on the place, you understand, To 
my certain knowledge, Giles didn’t get around to making 
2 will before he fell into his terminal illness, at which time 
he was physically incapable even of speaking,” 

“Granted,” Johnstone conceded, “However, the day 
following the reading of Matthew Castle’s will by yourself, 
bequeathing the bulk of his estate and various holdings 
to Giles Castle, his elder grandson, Giles Castle paid me 
a Visit in my office in San Pedro.” 
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He paused, turned his slitted gray eyes from one to 
another. Disapproval emanated from him so thickly it 
could almost be touched, Lila thought, She glanced at 
Steven and he met her look coolly, almost as if he 
disliked her and she regretted the dislike, not understand- 
ing it. 

She glanced at Timothy and he stared back, frowning. 
If Steven had regarded her with dislike, she thought with 
a pang, this was sheer hatred sparking out at her from 
Timothy. 

It was Steven who broke the silence. “Are you informing 
us that Giles retained you?” he asked tightly. “With me 
in the house, the one who handled all of Matthew's ... 
that he made his own will-the day after he inherited? 
That’s hard to accept, sir. Very hard.” 

Johnstone inclined his head, his face perhaps a tinge 
grayer now, and certainly more sober than before, even 
stern. “I can understand that,” he said. “I myself would 
feel the same, having rendered a client long and dedicated 
legal service. But you must hold in mind that Giles Castle 
wasn’t a well man, that he felt he had the privilege of 
doing as he pleased, even to breaking with tradition. 
Actually, he went against my considered advice. However, 
he insisted. He told me he hadn’t long to live, or so he 
believed. He said he felt—no offense intended on my 
part, Mr. Perry, as I’m certain he intended none to you— 
that you, as the family attorney, might persist in trying 
to... er... dissuade him from the course on which he 
was set.” 

“Well,” Timothy said, looking puzzled, “if you’ve got 
a will and you’ve come to read it, I must say it’s rather 
an odd time-——right after the services.” 

“Pm acting in accordance with my client’s instructions,” 
Johnstone said. “I was not to attend services, but to artive 
immediately thereafter and read Giles Castle’s last will 
and testament. The will is frequently read directly after 
or even before the funeral service.” 

“You may as well get on with it, then,” Timothy said 
grimly. “We'll use the library. If you tell me whom you 
want in there, I'll arrange for them to come.” 

- “You are to be present, Mr. Castle,” the attorney said 
promptly. “And you, Mr. Perry. Also, Roger Castle, your 
cousin, Miss Fancey Abbott and George Damon, lifelong 
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friends. Three of the servants—Daisy Swann, housekeeper, 
her daughter, Patricia Swann, and one Bawley Jones who, 
I was instructed, is the man in immediate charge of the 
camel caravan. Beyond those named, the presence of 
Miss Catherine Bruce and her niece, Miss Lila Bruce, 
who was Giles Castle’s fiancee and whom he meant to 
marry, is requested,” 

Lila’s lips parted to say she didn’t want to be there, 
but Aunt Catherine caught her eye and gave her head 
the suggestion of a shake. Lila closed her lips, but felt 
out of sorts, feeling this was somehow indecent, wanting 
only to get upstairs and be alone with her aunt. But the 
older woman had some reason for them to comply with 
this new attorney’s wishes or she wouldn’t have shaken 
her head. Maybe she simply didn’t want any more friction. 
Goodness knew, Lila didn’t want any more, either. So 
she'd sit through the reading of the will like the lady she 
surely didn’t feel. 

Steven came to her, his manner warm. He gave her 
a brief smile, turned the smile to include Aunt Catherine. 
“May I escort you ladies?” he asked. 

Lila nodded and moved along the hallway with him, 
her aunt on his other side, relieved that he was friendly 
again. No wonder he’d looked displeased a moment back 
she thought. It must have been a blow to learn that Giles 
had sought another attorney; that knowledge of his doing 
so had come as a surprise and shock. 

It was only moments before all those Johnstone had 
named were gathered in the library. Lila and her aunt 
and Fancey sat in a line on the couch. Daisy and Patricia 
took the armchairs to which Timothy motioned. Roger 
Castle and George Damon sat on side chairs. Timothy 
and Steven, along with Bawley Jones, stood along the 
side of the room, in front of bookcases, 

Johnstone spread a document on the desk, drew the 
chair up, sat down, and looked slowly around the room, 
regatding each of them briefly and in turn, Then he 
directed his attention to the document before him and 
began to read. 

At first, in her reluctance to be present at all, in her 
awareness that Timothy, for one, wanted her to leave 
House of the Camel, and in her distress over the note 
she’d found in the coffin and the fact that someone had 
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pushed her into the grave, Lila caught only an occasional 
word as the attorney read. Then, as he came to the spe- 
cific bequests, his voice slowed and intensified and the 
content began to make itself clear. 

“To Bawiey Jones,” the attorney read, “I bequeath one 
thousand dollars gold, a sum matching that bequeathed 
him by my grandfather’s will and, after his retirement 
from service at House of Camel, two hundred and fifty 
dollars per annum, this in excess of the five hundred 
dollars per annum from my grandfather, as a pension 
for so long as he shall live, from a fund set aside for this 
purpose. 

“To Daisy Swann, Castle housekeeper, I bequeath, in 
addition to that left her by my grandfather, one thousand 
doilars gold and two hundred and fifty dollars per annum 
pension to add to the five hundred dollars per annum from 
my grandfather for as long as she shall live. 

“To Patricia Swann, I bequeath one hundred dollars 
gold. This is in the same amount that she inherited from 
my grandfather. 

“To Steven Perry, my grandfather’s attorney, I bequeath 
five thousand dollars gold, matching the sum that Matthew 
Castle earlier bequeathed him. 

“To my friend and neighbor, George Damon, I bequeath 
the sum of one hundred dollars cash, matching what he 
earlier received from the Castie estate. 

“To Fancey Abbott, I bequeath one hundred dollars 
gold as did my grandfather. 

“To my cousin, Roger Castle, I bequeath five thousand 
dollars gold, matching the sum he had from his uncle, 
Matthew Castle. 

“To my brother, Timothy Castle, I bequeath twenty 
thousand dollars gold, which sum he had from our grand- 
father, bringing his total to forty thousand dollars. I further 
designate that he shall have the square mile of land four 
miles north of San Pedro. 

“The remainder and residue of my estate, all the ranch 
land, both that at House of the Camel and two ranchos 
near Los Angeles and two square miles of land outside 
San Francisco, along with all household furnishings, my 
mother’s diamonds, consisting of necklace, bracelets, breast- 
pin, earrings, and two finger rings, the Castle camel 
caravan, all remaining monies both in banks and invested 
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all stocks that I own, I bequeath to Lila Bruce if she be 
my fiancee at the time of my demise, If she be my wife 
at the time of my demise, this bequest then goes to her 
in the name of Lila Castle. It is my wish and request 
that she will learn to administer the estate, to run the 
tanchog and to build and operate the camel caravan, but 
she is to do this only if she so desires, 

“I herein set my hand to this, my iast will and testa- 
ment. 

Giles Hollowell Castle.” 

The attorney’s voice ceased. 

Inside the room there was Silence; outside the tain - 
drove down. 

Lila’s ears began to beat. It was difficult to breathe, 
impossible te speak, 

Fancey was the first with words, “How awful!” she 
gasped. “I mean, for you, Timothy! How dreadful! That 
a blood-brother should be passed over!” 

From their expressions, Lila saw that the others weren't 
going to dispute Fancey. George Damon looked frankly 
shocked, as did Aunt Catherine. Steven Perry was white- 
lipped, which was understandable, being the deposed 
attorney. Roger Castle looked surprised and puzzled. Daisy 
and Patricia and Bawley showed nothing, looked at no 
one. But then, as she gazed at Patricia, Lila saw the girl’s 
eyes flick at her hotly. When she moved her glance to 
Fancey, she encountered open, burning resentment. 

She met Timothy’s look full-on. His features were set, 
his mouth clamped tight across his face. He'd told her to 
leave, and now she'd been named heiress to everything 
his grandfather had built. 

He had every reason to resent the will, but none to hate 
her, to blame her. She returned his cold stare. 

Don’t you see, don’t you understand? she ached to cry 
out. I knew nothing about this, didn’t ask for it! 

Instead, she said to Timothy and to him alone, “T 
didn’t expect this.” Let the others hear, it made no dif- 
ference. “You needn't jump to the conclusion that Ill 
accept it,” 

“Not accept?” cried Fancey. “Surely you’re not out of 
your mind, darling! All the land ... this house ... the 
money ... and diamonds! The camel caravan, well, maybe 
not, but the rest!” 
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“Fancey,” Steven said reasonably, “it isn’t for the rest 
of us to urge or dissuade Lila. This has come as a surprise 
to her, as to us. A shock. She needs time.” 

“T don’t need time,” Lila heard herself say evenly, “to 
realize that this is a most unusual will. I don’t need time 
to know that, in most cases, such an estate may be left 
to a widow, but for it to be left to a fiancee...” 

“Nevertheless, Miss Bruce,” Johnstone said, his tone 
decided, “Giles Castle did, against advice, leave his estate 
thus. He was in absolute control of his mind and intel- 
ligence. He acknowledged the unusual factor of this will, 
said it made not the slightest difference. If he were for- 
tunate enough to get well and live a fruitful life, he told 
me, to have children, the estate would go to widow and 
children at his demise. If his life were cut short, even 
before the marriage took place, he still wanted his fiancee 
to inherit. So, Miss Bruce, you are the legal owner of 
vast properties. There is nothing you can do about it. 
You can’t refuse to assume your responsibilities.” 

“I can’t be forced to keep it, can 1?” Lila asked. 

“Unless you dispose of your inheritance legally, item 
by item—after Perry and I work together to administer 
the two wills—it is irrevocably yours.” 





“The first thing you'll want to do,” Timothy said pur- 
posefully, “is to look over House of the Camel—stables, 
camels, other buildings, and the land comprising this home 
rancho, As one who grew up here, it seems proper that 
I offer my services as guide. I can show you everything, 
explain the purpose of anything you don’t understand, 

“Lila may be tired,” Roger Castle put it. “This has been 
a weating time. And it’s raining.” 

“My intention was to start with a tour of the house,” 
Timothy said. 

“I should be the one to show the house,” Fancey de- 
clared. “I’m the girl, and I've practically lived here all 
my life!” 

Bewildered, shaken by the things that had thappened, 
stunned by Giles’ will, more than a little tired, and vexed 
at Timothy’s refusal to believe she’d been pushed into 
the grave, Lila’s impulse was to take her aunt and shut 
themselves into their rooms, But she couldn’t do that, 
She’d had a great Tesponsibility thrust upon her, and the 
sooner she could evaluate it the sconer she could know 
what she was going to do with it. 

And the first logical step was to explore the house. But 
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not with Timothy Castle, icy and disapproving, expecting 
her to trip over her own toes. 

“Aunt Catherine needs to rest,” she said now. “Tll get 
her settled, then, if you'll be kind enough to show me 
around,” she continued, looking at Fancey, “maybe we'll 
have time to go through the house before dinner.” 

So it was agreed. 

As Lila and her aunt left the library, Daisy and Patricia 
made for the kitchen and Bawley for the back of the 
house, also presumably on his way to the stables, for he 
muttered something about camels. Attorney Johnstone 
was declining Timothy’s invitation to stay for dinner. 
Fancey said she’d wait in the library with the men until 
Lila was ready for the tour. “Take your time, darling,” 
she told Lila. “With four handsome mez, Ill not be 
lonely!” She cast a flirtatious glance from man to man, 
perched on the couch, and waited for them to gather 
round. 

“She'll set her cap for the one she thinks’ll have the 
most money,” Aunt Catherine muttered as they climbed 
the stairs. “If she can get him. Well, can’t say that I blame 
her too much. It’s up to a girl, these days, to do the best 
she can for herself.” 

Lila thought about this until they were in her aunt’s 
chamber. Then, as the older woman disposed herself on 
the bed, taking care not to wrinkle her dress, she brought 
up the subject she knew was troubling both of them. 

“What do you think of that will?” she asked. 

“T’s wonderful, in some ways, that you’re now a very 
wealthy girl when only yesterday ... But the responsibility 
it puts on you is awesome, darling.” 

“What should I do, Aunt Catherine?” Lila pressed. 
“What should I do about all the land, this house, all the 
money? Do I have any right to it?” 

“You have a legal right,” her aunt said promptly. Then, 
more slowly, she continued. “Giles wanted you to have 
it all, and he gave it to you. None of the others: will suffer 
as a result. Giles left them enough so that their original 
inheritance from Matthew Castle is doubled. Even Timothy. 
He gave him land and money. I think you have a right 
to it all, darling, I really do.” 

“To be responsible for so much is awesome, as you said,” 
Lila mused. “Too, I’m beginning to realize that we'll never 
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have to worry about money again. And I can take care 
of you, However, I could do: that with only a fraction of 
the inheritance.” _ ; 

“Which you may end up doing, being not the least bit 
selfish, darling.” 

“You mean... yes, I see. In time, when I have a grasp 
on the estate, I can legally return the bulk of it to those 
of Castle blood. And keep only what we need.” 

The older woman smiled, closed her eyes, 

Lila tiptoed out and hastened downstairs, Fancey was 
coming along the hallway. 

“There you are!” the girl cried. “Well, now. On this 
ground floor, you’ve seen the front parlor—they haven't 
Straightened it up yet after the—and you’ve seen the 
library and the dining room. So... . this is next!” 

She flung open a door. “Back parlor or sitting room, 
Whichever you want to call it. The Castles never have 
used it much, I’ve always thought—if I was mistress—it’d 
make me a private downstairs sitting room. But now you're 
the mistress, so see what you think!” 

The room was carpeted in a vibrant blue strewn with 
Sprays of roses, full blown and in the bud, of a lighter 
blue. The blue drapes at the windows were open, the shawl 


ready for lighting. The mantel held an alabaster clock, 


It was a fine room, Lila supposed, but it didn’t appeal 
to her. She made no Tesponse to Fancey’s suggestion that 
she might come to use it for her own sitting room. 

Fancey led her next to the kitchen, a vast place in which 


Daisy kept her back to Lila and Fancey, busying her- 
self with dishes of food that were ranged on a long table. 
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When Fancey gaily asked permission to open the door 
of the little bedchamber, Daisy grunted permission, but 
Patricia, who was swishing about, making her skirts sway 
at every step as she carried dishes from table to stove, shot 
first Fancey, then Lila, a sullen look. 

“Whew!” Fancey whispered, as she hurried Lila along 
the hallway from the kitchen. “That Indian girl really 
hates me... she’s always hated me... she wants Timothy! 
And now she hates you, because you're here, and all this 
is yours, And you’re another girl in her way when it 
comes to Timothy! I'd get rid of her and Daisy both if 
I were you.” 

“Tm sorry if she really feels that way,” said Lila, 
troubled. 

One of her first tasks, obviously, would be to establish 
a civilized relationship between herself and the house- 
keeper. And the flashing-eyed Patricia. 

“Now, this,” Fancey announced, opening a door, “is 
the music room. Isn’t it a beauty?” 

This room was decorated in three shades of green, 
one melting into another. It held comfortable chairs and 
a soft green, gilt-trimmed harpsichord. Lila wondered why 
the instrument hadn’t been moved into the parlor for Giles’ 
funeral service, but made no mention of it. 

The next room was square in shape, and pleasant. The 
walls were ivory and the furniture covered in brown and 
‘a bit worn. It looked lived-in. 

“Old Matthew used this for a morning room, a sitting 
room, whatever he felt like calling it at a given time,” 
Fancey said. “He ate his breakfast on that round table 
and hhe read his newspaper sitting in that leather chair. 
That door yonder opens into his bedchamber. You may 
as well look in.” 

Lila crossed to the door, noting that there was a book 
on the round table, and a stack of newspapers on a small 
table against the wall. Somehow the room had the air that 
its occupant had just stopped reading and gone out for a 
time, 

Fancey was at her heels, chattering, as she looked 
into the large bedchamber. “See, it’s all blue and white,” 
she pointed out needlessly. “Dark blue rug and drapes, 
white walls, white marble fireplace and stuff. Timothy 
moved down here from the front chamber upstairs after, 
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his grandfather passed on. He tried to get Giles to use 
these rooms, but Giles was. upstairs ... come on, I'll show 
you.” 

On the second floor, she led to the chamber above Mat- 
thew’s sitting room. It was much like that room below, 
being ivory with brown-covered, worn chairs, a plain 
walnut bed and wardrobe. It was a much-used, almost 
shabby room. There was a bookcase so filled that some 
volumes had been stacked along the tops of the rows of 
books. There were pictures on the wall, pictures of horses 
and dogs and one of a camel train crossing the desert. 

Sadness swept Lila and she wondered if Giles had died 
in this room, in that. bed. And then she pushed the 
thought away and went to look at Timothy’s former 
chamber, directly over the one he now occupied, 

It was almost a twin of Giles’ room, though a bit larger, 
There were perhaps more books, and the writing desk 
was littered, but it revealed that the brothers had similar 
tastes. 

“It looks like he hasn’t moved out of here,” Lila said, 
indicating the desk, © 

“He hasn't, not yet,” Fancey told her. “Those two crazy 
boys liked these two rooms, wouldn’t move into any of 
the others. It was only that Timothy thought a Castle 
should use Matthew’s rooms, be on the ground floor and 
easy at hand, that he left this one at all, Giles simply 
refused, and somehow talke. Timothy into being the one, 
said he could keep this room, too.” 

Lila turned reluctantly away from the comfortable 
Tooms as Fancey led on to the sewing room. This was 
strictly utilitarian, with a plain rug, plain walls, a cutting 
table, and a sewing machine. 

Though it was furnished with castoffs, the proportions. 
were graceful, there were windows that would admit flood- 
ing sun, and Lila thought that with a new tug and bright 
curtains, Aunt Catherine might choose to make this her 
domain. 

The next two chambers on the second floor were filled 
with mahogany and bold color. Fancey lingered in the next 
chamber, which was directly over the front parlor. It 
was decorated in shades of gold and rust and might have 
been designed as background for Fancey’s gold-touched 
brown hair and eyes, so effectively did it set off her beauty. 
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She was aware of this. “Doesn’t this room become me?” 
she demanded. “It’s always been mine when I stay over- 
night. I’ve got a few things in the wardrobe now, things 
I brought when I came. I was hoping to stay a few 
days, to be a help and comfort.” 

She watched Lila expectantly. 

Tt was so obvious that she wanted to stay that Lila 
gave an inward sigh. Nevertheless, she issued the invitation. 

“Don’t change your plans, Fancey,” she said. “There’s 
plenty of room.” 

And the instant the words were out, she wondered if 
she’d done the right thing. Because Fancey may have been 
the one who put the note into the coffin; Fancey may 
have been the one who pushed her into the grave. 
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“This last chamber,” Fancey announced, after happily 
agreeing to remain a few more nights, “is Steven's. It’s. 
right over the back parlor,” 

It was a plain and sturdy chamber with a big desk 
Set between the windows. One wall was lined with book- 
cases holding what appeared to be law books. There were 
few other Pieces, a narrow walnut bed, a wardrobe and 
chest, a Treading table, a leather chair, 

Fancey closed the door and led back toward the stairs, 
“I suppose you'll send Steven packing now,” she said. 
“Mr. Jobnstone’s your attorney, because of the will.” 

Lila frowned. There were so many things to decide, 
She certainly didn’t want to throw Steven out of the 


two young men under her roof for very long, even though 
Aunt Catherine was a proper chaperone, 

The room at the fourth floor of the staircase tower was 
the only one the tower held. It was bare and the windows 
that lined it were uncurtained. Outside, it was surrounded 
with a narrow, iron-railed balcony. 
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‘The two girls stood in the room, gazing out at the 
rain. 

“I always thought,” Fancey said, “that this) would 
make a wonderful sitting room, that it'd be just like a 
nest in a tree. I’ve always wanted it.” 

Lila had no such feeling. House of the Camel was a 
forbidding house despite the rather worn, lived-in chambers 
used by the men. The rooms contradicted each other, 
some of them being expensive and rigid, others shabby 
and warm. They were like the people she'd met in it, some 
cold and hateful, others friendly. 

“Let’s go,” Fancey said abruptly. “It’s time for dinner. 
You’ve got to taste some of every last dish the people 
brought so later you can thank them and mention the 
exact dish. If you don’t, you'll be in disgrace, heiress 
or no heiress.” 

On the way to the dining room, Lila looked in on her 
aunt, who was sound asleep. Deciding to bring her a tray 
later, Lila went downstairs with Fancey, wanting only to 
be alone with Aunt Catherine. 

They hadn’t had a moment in which to discuss Lila’s 
being pushed into the grave, or what relation that may have 
had to the note she found in Giles’ coffin. Or, to discuss 
the fact that Timothy had suggested they leave. 

As they sat at table, Fancey being charming to the four 
young men, the rain stopped rather suddenly and the sun 
came out and shone brightly. Lila determined that as soon 
as possible she was going outside to explore, and alone. 

Fancey trailed her upstairs when she took the tray to 
her aunt. And as the girl perched herself on a chair and 
chattered as Aunt Catherine ate, there was no chance 
for private conversation. 

While Fancey talked, Lila changed into a pair of old, 
stout boots and put on a short jacket. “I’m going outside,” 
she replied to Fancey’s query. “I don’t expect you to go 
with me, Fancey. It’s muddy underfoot.” 

“Indeed it is,” Fancey declared. “But that wouldn't 
stop me. Only ... you want to go by yourself, is that it?” 

“I'd rather,” Lila said truthfully. 

Fancey gave her an odd lock, almost smiled, did not. 

Thus, without so much as telling any of the men what 
she was about, Lila slipped through the kitchen, past Daje: 
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and Patricia, both of whom shot her a look, and out the 
door. 


wondered if she owned the invisible distance. Then she 
turned, wandered into the hay and oat smells of the stable, 


With them now, in their nest of hay. 

She left the stable, fastened the outer gate, and went 
toward the other Stable, which was some distance away, 
beyond a grove of trees, evergreens of some kind, As 
she went into the edge of the grove, she glanced back 
toward the first stable. 

To her surprise, she saw Timothy unlatching the gate. 
With him were Steven and Fancey and Daisy. They all 


Now, moving through the trees, Lila had her first sight 
of the camels, They were Tanging between the big yard 
that surrounded the tremendous, very tall stable and 
another vast pasture beyond. 

Lila had never seen a live camel before, only pictures. 
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of them, and now she stopped to study them from a safe 
distance, recalling that Giles had said they were stupid 
and vicious animals. She hadn't realized they were so big, 
for one thing. 

She peered intently at the nearest one. It was very 
tall, its double hump taller than her head, its peculiar- 
looking head towering far above the humps. She edged 
nearer, came to a stop back from the fence and stared 
at the tremendous tan creature on its long, knobby legs. 

There was a bulbous formation over its eyes, a narrow 
mane of brown down its back from the shoulders toward 
the Humps. Lila contemplated the creature’s short, stubby 
tail. No, it wasn’t so short, she realized, but almost a yard 
in length. It tooked short because of its relation te the 
size of the beast. 

The camel was switching its tail and chewing with a 
rotary motion. It turned its head and looked directly at her, 
its face haughty and insolent. Suddenly it snorted, more 
through its mouth than its nose, showing ugly teeth, some 
of which were pointed, and spitting at her the whole 
ljeneth of its mouth. 

She sprang back to escape the spray. Then she moved 
along the fence, making for the lot on the far side. Here 
an inner fence barred the tall, humped creatures from 
a smaller lot. 

They were her enemies, she thought unreasonably, knew 
it was unreasonable, but the conviction remained. All those 
twenty ugly camels were her enemies, as was the great, 
threatening house. 

Depressed, she crossed the smaller lot and went into 
the great stable, opening one of the double doors. She 
was assailed by a smell of hay and grain and animals, 
stronger here than in the smaller stable, but not un- 
pleasant. There was also the smell of leather and of the 
wax that made the very large carriage in this carriage way 
gleam even in the dim light. 

Stalls stood on each side, and she realized that these 
were the quarters Giles had said his grandfather provided 
for his camels. The beasts ordinarily slept on hard ground 
in the open, but Matthew Castle had put his camels in 
a stable, had them washed and groomed and fed as if 
they were royal. 

She wandered into the gloom, and confronted a suyayii) 
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Pair of double doors at the far end. A wall ladder led 
Upward, and she climbed it, stood on a rung and peered 
around but saw nothing, Because of the darkness, surely 
because of that, she thought, the odor that enveloped her 
was musty and old. The air it rode was not sun-swept, 
but stale and felt too thick to breathe, 

She heard a small Sound and turned on the ladder, 
holding to the edges of the mow Opening. There. was no- 
body at the foot of the ladder, nothing. 

Quickly, she made her way down to the floor, The 
Carriage way stretched to the front of the stable, to that 
sunlit slit where the door stood ajar, empty and shadowy 
and silent, That’s what a big building does, she told herself, 
It groans and Pops. Even one as solid as this. 

But as she told herself this, as she peered toward the 
door, it shut, In absolute silence it Swung to and the light 
of day vanished, leaving only gloom. 

She’d not been ‘aware of wind, but there had to be a 
little wind to swing the door shut, Carefully, so she 
wouldn’t trip over anything, she moved toward the doors. 


come—no matter that she hadn’t heard it as far into the 
Stable as she'd been—the wind had swung the door shut 
and the latch had accidentally dropped into place, 

She pushed the door still again, then flung her weight 
against it. It was locked, no doubt about it, Bawley, she 
thought, he saw the door open and, not knowing someone 
was inside, closed it, And fastened the latch, All I have 


And then she called, strongly and clearly so that her 
voice could reach that unknown person. “Hello!” she 
called, “Bawley . .. someone ++. Open the door! Hello! 

She waited, There was no answer, no sound of the latch, 
Again she fought off the trembling. Don’t be an idiot! 
She scolded herself, A ranch hand shuts a door and you're 
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terrified! It’s a lucky thing you’re not a girl who swoons, 
or you'd be unconscious right now, and nobody’d know 
where you were! 

Thus, self-bolstered, she hammered ther fists on the 
door and shouted at the top of her voice. Nothing hap- 
pened. She pounded again, shouted again, kept it up until 
her fists ached and her voice was hoarse. 

She leaned against the door, resting. Suppose it hadn’t 
been Bawley or one of the hands? Suppose someone had 
deliberately locked her into the stable? The same one 
who had put the note into the coffin, who had pushed 
her into the grave. 

Suppose that one was now in this stable, would next 
come sneaking through the black gloom? Suppose, now 
that she had been named heiress, that one was going 
to do more than warn her? 

Nonsense! she told herself. There’s an explanation, 
has to be. But she clung to the door, hands on the cross 
brace, clung lest she sink to her knees. 

Fright stabbed through her and she didn’t wait to. think 
further. She didn’t wait to pound on the door. She whirled, 
voice lost, and went fleeing along the carriage way to the 
rear of the stable, secking another door, one that might 
open, seeking nothing but escape. 
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Blessedly, she managed to check her headlong flight 
before she went crashing into the double doors at the 
other end of the stable, Blessedly, her own natural good 
Sense came to her aid. 

With some measure of deliberation, she tried the doors. 
They didn’t move. They were latched, probably barred 
as well, from the outside. She turned, back against one 
of them, and stared through the gloom.. 

It was so quiet. There was only a muted sound of the 


Stop it! she told herself. Stop it! It was all very well 
to have a lively imagination, but absurd to fear a house 
and a stable that were nothing but witless hulks of lumber. 

To start with, neither house nor stable could think, 
They couldn’t hold a girl prisoner, a girl who could Teason. 
So, reason! she -demanded herself. Consider, Don’t be 
victimized on your own property. 

She turned her mind keenly to find a way out, 
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The hay loft. Mentally she pictured it. There was an 
opening at each end through which hay was loaded at 
harvest time. Those doors would have to open inward, 
which meant she could get out that way. If she could 
find a rope in this gloom. If the rope was long enough. 
The loft was at least three stories high; it would take a 
good length of rope. 

She frowned, considering. She stared through the semi- 
darkness, at the row of stalls she was facing. Idly she 
wondered how the camels got from stable yard to stalls. 
Then, abruptly, she tensed. There had to be another door, 
one leading outside from the stalls. 

Quickly, yet remembering to move with care, she 
went to the stalls. Wherever the dcor was that led out, 
it was closed, for there was no oblong of light anywhere. 

She scrambled into one of the big mangers, managing 
her skirts, stepped through the hay, scrambled out the 
other side. There was straw underfoot, thick and clean- 
smelling, for one of the pampered camels to bed down 
on, she supposed. 

She found the small door that led outside from the stalls, 
set both hands against it and pushed. It didn’t open, but 
there was some give, so she pushed harder. 

There was the small clatter of the latch that apparently 
hadn’t been securely fastened, and the door swung open 
to sunlight. And to camels. 

Right in front of her, not five feet away, stood one of 
the ugly beasts. It was showing its teeth, and Giles had 
said they fought with their teeth. This one looked danger- 
ous the way it stood, the way it stared right at her, showed 
its teeth, and now snorted. 

She glanced about—over the stable yard, in the direction 
of the house—but there was no one. Again she called 
out, loudly, “Hello ... Bawley ... someone! I'm here 
... atthe stable... I'd like to get out!” 

But no one appeared, no one replied. 

So she did the only thing she could do. It was, after 
all, no more frightening than swinging on a rope between 
hayloft and ground. First, she located the gate that led 
out of the lot. Then she firmed her jaw. Finally, staring 
right at that snorting camel and at the three or four others 
that started moving toward her, she stepped into the lot 
and headed for the gate. 
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That first beast stood Watching her, tail switching. The 
others kept moving forward, She kept going. As she passed 
tight in front of that ugly nose as she had to do,.the camel 
gave a snort, and its spray hit her cheek. She hurried 
on, and then was opening the gate, was through it, was 
fastening it with unsteady fingers and Willing her knees 
hot to buckle. 

Anger did it for her, for she looked toward the door 
through which she had entered the stable and saw that 
it was securely latched and barred. 

She turned and began to run. Toward the house. Toward 
people. To find out who had done this to her. Here and 
now. 
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She saw no one, no member of the family, no ranch 
hand, no servant, no family friend. She raced across the 
grounds, around the house, into the front door. 

Aunt Catherine was just coming off the staircase. 
“What it is, darling ... what’s happened?” she cried after 
one look at Lila. 

Lila blurted out that someone had locked her into the 
stable, 

Her aunt stared, seemed to pale. 

“Pve frightened you!” Lila exclaimed. “Come, you've 
got to sit down! I’m sorry .. . I shouldn’t have .. . but 
I was just so plain mad! Come on, we'll go to the library.” 

“No,” the older woman said. “The others may be in 
there. This is another thing, isn’t it, darling? Like the note, 
like your being pushed into—now the stable!” 

“That’s right!” Lila agreed fiercely. 

“Even now, knowing that you’re to inherit . . . have you 
any idea, Lila? Has anyone done anything, said anything, 
openly?” 

“Fancey made it clear enough she doesn’t want me,” 
Lila said. “She hinted all over the place, saying what she's 
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do here if she were mistress. And Timothy came right 
out and said we should leave, remember.” 

“T don’t see what good it would do anyone now,” Aunt 
Catherine murmured, “after you've inherited. Even if 
you left, you'd still own everything.” _ 

At this moment Timothy and Steven emerged from 
the front parlor, Seeing Lila and her aunt, they came 
forward—Tomothy looked grim and Steven concerned. 

“Is something wrong?” Steven asked. “You seem 
troubled, as if... Timothy and I were checking to see 
if Bawley and his men got all the chairs out of the parlor 


Still angry, Lila told them that someone had locked her 
in the stable. As she spoke, she saw Fancey Abbott, 
Roger Castle, and George Damon out of the library 


“What’s going on?” Fancey demanded as they came 
near. The hallway grew Silent. Miserably, Lila Wished 
she hadn’t told about the stable, and tried to think how 
She could pass the whole thing off and avoid a scene, 

‘You say you were locked in the stable,” Timothy said 
now. “Whic® stable?” 

“Tt must have been the camel stable,” Fancey put in. 
“We saw her going that way, Steven .. . remember? When 
you and I and Daisy and you too, Timothy, went ege- 
hunting? When we had our contest and Daisy was judge, 
and I won?” 

“Oh, for goodness sakes!” cried Lila. “It’s not that it 
Was tragic! It’s just the idea that Someone would lock 
me in there!” 

She threw a look at Timothy. There. Now he’d see 
that she wasn’t cowed either by his scowl or by the 


Besides, he had no business having an egg-hunting contest, 
pacer or no Fancey, on the very day his brother was 
juried, 

“Anything, Lila,” Steven Said gently, “that disturbs a 
girl like you is tragic enough.” 

“T agree,” said Roger Castle coming to stand beside 
Lila. “Lila’s a Stranger in these parts, and she has a 
tight to be made welcome, not frightened. You were 
frightened, Lila?” 

“I suppose I ‘was, but it was foolish of me,” Lila admit- 
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ted. She wanted to be finished with the whole-thing, to drop 
the subject. 

She noticed that George Damon was frowning and 
perturbed. Fancey appeared—well, avid was the only 
word Lila could think of. 

“If you don’t mind, Lila,” Timothy said coolly, “I'd 
like for you to tell exactly what did happen.” 

To end the situation, Lila told how she and Fancey 
had explored the house, how later she’d decided to explore 
the grounds alone. She related that she’d seen the egg- 
gathering party. She told how she’d stopped and looked 
at the camels, had gone into the stable, how she’d found 
the door locked when she wanted to leave, how she'd 
tried and failed to open it, how she’d called out and no 
one had heard. She related how she’d located the little 
door, how its latch hadn’t been securely fastened, and 
she’d got out, past the camels, seen that the double door 
was latched and barred, and had hurried to the house. 

“Which is all there was to it,” she finished. “I met Aunt 
Catherine here and while we were talking, the rest of you 
arrived.” 

Steven had grown increasingly angry during her recital. 
Now he glanced around the group. “Where were Patricia 
and Bawley when this happened, Timothy?” he demanded. 

“Patricia was in the kitchen, don’t you remember?” 
Fancey put in. 

“Where were you two?” Steven asked, looking from 
Roger to George. 

“We sat in the library talking,” Roger said. “We went 
into the hall and watched Bawley and his men moving 
chairs from the parlor.” 

They all appeared ‘to be puzzled. Everyone had been 
accounted for: no one, it seemed had had opportunity 
to lock the stable door. 

Timothy showed anger through his puzzlement. George 
looked worried. Roger showed concern much like that 
of Steven. Fancey had a pleased, almost gloating expres- 
sion. 

But was their puzzlement real? Surely they weren't 
all, every single one of them, really baffled. 

“Tet’s go examine that stable door,” Steven suggested. 

“We'll all go,” Timothy agreed. “We'll take Daisy and 
you, Miss Bruce, if you feel up to he 
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“I feel up to it,” Aunt Catherine replied, giving Lila 
a glance that showed she had her mind made up, 

“I'll have Bawley there, too,” Timothy continued. “And 
Patricia. We'll all see it at the same time, and no one 
can accuse or suspect anyone of meddling.” 

“What's there to meddle with?” asked Fancey. 

Timothy coolly ignored the girl, glanced at the others, 
each in turn, and they all nodded agreement. What author- 
ity did he have to take charge, anyhow? Lila thought. 
Tt had been Steven’s idea. He was the attorney, the one 
with the legal mind; it was fitting that he be in charge 
of what amounted to a detecting expedition. He’d been 
friendly from the start, and all Timothy had done was 
to disapprove. Roger Castle had almost as much right 
to take charge as Timothy, for he was a Castle. 

Timothy now offered her his arm. He looked stern, 
even angry. He was also even bigger and more powerfully 
built than she had realized before, now that she was again 
Standing beside him. Then she’d been grieved and unnotic- 
ng. Now her impulse was to refuse to touch his arm. 

“Isn't everything bad enough,” he murmured, “without 
further ... histrionics? Your aunt will take my other arm, 
Pm sure, and this whole thing will proceed more smoothly 
and end sooner if all concerned raise no objections.” 

He was right, and that made her more aggravated than 
ever. She was as aggravated at herself for reporting the 
incident as she was at him for taking charge. Still, she 
put her fingers on his arm, saw that her aunt had laid 
her hand on his other arm, and moved along at his side. 

Steven, in the lead, was followed by George Damon. 
Next went Fancey, tripping gracefully, her hand clinging 
to Roger’s arm, all her attention on him. 

They added Daisy and Patricia to the party when they 
passed the kitchen. Steven shouted toward the first stable 
as they crossed the grounds, and Bawley appeared in 
answer and came along behind them. 

Halfway to the camel stable, a strong gust of wind sent 
them scurrying faster. Lila tightened her fingers on 
Timothy’s arm and placed her feet with extra care. It 
seemed that the wind came from the house, that it wanted 
to swirl her into the stable and hold the doors closed 
on her forever. 

Lost in her imaginings, she tripped. Timothy’s arm came 
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around her, It was steady and powerful and all but carried 
her the next few steps. 

Face burning, she pushed out of his hold and proceeded 
on her own. At the stable yard, Steven unlatched the gate 
and held it open while they passed through. 

“Now we'll see if the stable door is locked or not,” 
he said. 

“If I may go?” Timothy murmured to Lila. 

She let go his arm instantly. To think she’d been hang- 
ing onto him when there was no need, no possible excuse. 
It would be brazen to do that with a man she found likable 
and who liked her, Steven or Roger. Or George Damon. 
But with a man who thought she was so clumsy she'd 
fall info a grave, a man she couldn't obide, it was inex- 
cusable. 

Timothy led straight to the double doors, and the rest 
of them followed. Sunlight lay on the door. It brightened 
the wood, warmed it. 

From where Lila stood at the back of the group, 
she had a clear view of the doors, top to bottom. The 
bar had been drawn back. The latch was unfastened, hang- 
ing loose. In fact, the one door was standing ajar as she 
had left it when she went inside. 

There was no sign, none whatsoever, that only a few 
moments ago it had been both latched and barred. 
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In the adjoining lot the camels were milling restlessly. It 
seemed to Lila that all twenty of them must be there, that 
each one of them would delight in getting at her. She 
pushed away the thought impatiently. 

Daisy was the first to speak. “It’s not even shut, the 
door,” she said. 

Someone had told her, thea, why she had been brought 
on the expedition, 

“Could you have mistaken the door, Lila?’ Steven 
ventured. “There’s a pair of doors at the far end of the 
stable. We rarely unlock them. They would have held 
firm, would have given you the impression that you were 
locked in.” 

“What do you say, Timothy?” asked Roger. His eyes 
were narrowed, his tone thoughtful. “Do you think the 
Strangeness might confuse Lila to the point that she tried 
to leave by the wrong door?” 

“Anything’s possible,” Timothy replied in that high- 
handed manner, “considering the other ... accidents. 
But it’s not a thing that can be proved.” 

“One thing can be proved,” Steven said. “I'll see to that 
now.” He disappeared into the stable. 
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Bawley joined them closely now and, when questioned 
by Timothy about whether some hand might have closed 
the door, shook his head. “Ain’t none of the hands around,” 
he said, “I sent Hawkins to town and Simpson and his 
boy to check on the creek in the far corner of the ranch. 
Reed’s sick in the bunkhouse ... ate something that didn’t 
set. None of them been up around here since early morning 
except when Simpson and his boy helped with the chairs.” 

Steven now returned with his report, “Those doors are 
locked,” he said. 

All eyes turned to Lila. 

There wasn’t much she could say. She had been locked 
in. She’d tried both sets of double doors. Even the door 
behind the stalls had been latched; she’d been lucky that 
it shook loose. She knew that someone had made her 
prisoner, however briefly, in the stable, But the fact that 
the door at this moment stood open made her look to be 
a liar, a hysterical, foolish girl, or an out-and-out trouble- 
maker. 

“Well,” Timothy demanded, “what do you say, Lila?” 

She stared at him, furious, a hot retort on her lips, 
which she held back, realizing that he was acting this 
way because she disturbed him. This left her speechless. 
She couldn’t imagine why she disturbed him, unless it 
was her very presence, or why she should make him 
so unfriendly, but she did. 

“T don’t think we need to speak in that tone to Lila,” 
Steven said. “Whatever happened, she went through 
something that really frightened her. She was alone in a 
large stable, and discovered she was locked in, Or thought 
she was—the result was the same. It isn’t easy for her 
to accept that this door was unlocked the whole time. 
I hope you'll accept my apology that it happened, Lila, 
and show us just how you did get out. Step by ste-. 
Somehow, by doing this, you yourself may come to know 
how things really were.” 

Suddenly Lila’s resentment vanished. She was making 
trouble for everybody, worrying Aunt Catherine, the very 
one she was supposed to be taking care of. It was best 
to follow Steven’s suggestion and then drop the matter, 
So she consented, led the way to the manger through 
which she had earlier climbed, and again scrambled 

99 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


through. The others followed, Timothy helping Aunt 
Catherine, who insisted on coming along. 

“I got out of the stall this way,” Lila explained, crossing 
it as she’d done before, “turned left ... pushed this door 
and went through into the lot, past the camels.” 

She stopped, peered out to see how many camels were 
Standing between herself and the gate. There were so many 
she didn’t try to count; a massive clump of the beasts 
milled and snorted, too close to both stable and gate. 

She would have turned back, but Steven held up a 
warning hand, “Let’s finish it,” he said gently. “If we alt 
go outside, form into a bunch and go for the gate, those 
creatures will move aside. They need to find out we're 
not afraid of them, anyhow.” 

Timothy escorted Aunt Catherine, whose lips were 
set in disapproval, through the door and they stood 
hearby. Fancey pushed out next, Roger behind her. Then 
George escorted Daisy and Patricia to the others. Bawley 
followed, and positioned himself in the van of the group. 

This left only Lila and Steven in the doorway, The 
camels were much more restless now, snorting and 
showing their teeth. Lila was nervous about crossing the 
lot, even in a group. The camels looked to her like they 
wanted to attack. 

But she had to go with the rest. She'd already created 
a scene, caused her aunt and the others to come tramping 
out here, and now they were all willing to pass the camels. 
She couldn’t hold back, insist upon going through the 
double doors. 

Cross at herself, she stepped out of the doorway and 
into the lot. The group closed in around her, and they 
Started for the gate. She sensed that the camels defi- 
nitely wete coming at them and she broke into a half-run 
with the others. They ran thus, inadvertently bumping into 
each other, 

The camels were so close she could smell them. One 
of them snorted as she came abreast, and the spray hit 
her lips. Instinctively, her hand flew to wipe them, and 
it was then she heard the thud at her feet, and before 
she could veer, tripped on whatever it was and went 
stumbling wildly toward that camel, She crashed into it, 
almost righted herself, but hands came onto her and thrust 
te forward. 
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Falling, she saw another beast charging, wide mouth 
spraying, pointed teeth ready, and then she was on her 
face on the ground. 

' Instantly she was yanked up, hands hard and hurting 

on her arms. She felt herself dragged through the gate, 
saw the others were already through the gate, heard it 
slam shut. 

The hands on her gentled, and an arm went around 
her. Lips came against her hair and a voice murmured 
into her trembling, “It’s all right. Something spooked 
the critters... but you're safe now.” 

She pushed back in the arms and looked into the face. 
It was George Damon. His strong face held tenderness 
and concern, and the tenderness and concern were for 
her. His arms, his square build, were strong and safe. 
Utterly safe. 

She managed a smile, drew away, and he let her go. 
“Thank you, George,” she said, somehow keeping her 
voice even. 

She firmed her knees, wouldn’t let them quiver, much 
less buckle. The danger was over, it was past. 

Steven and Bawley. were in the lot, quieting the 
camels, and it wasn’t an easy job. The beasts were riled 
and dangerous and almost too stupid to be soothed. 

Roger was watching her with concern, Aunt Cath- 
erine was visibly trembling and as visibly getting control 
of herself. Fancey was looking scornful, and Daisy, 
whose face was impassive, hadn't quite eliminated a 
derisive quirk to her mouth. Patricia was smiling secretly 
to herself. 

Only Timothy betrayed any emotion, a cold and biting 
fury. “You could have been killed,” he said. “Again your 
clumsiness has got you into trouble. You can’t blame it 
on anything else—not this time.” 
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She couldn’t say someone had thrown an object into 
her path, then pushed her—not again. Not in the face 
of everything else, not after saying she'd been pushed 
into the grave, after claiming she’d been locked into the 
stable, and had been made to look like a liar. As mad as 
she was, as shaken, to say nothing of knowing that she 
really did have an enemy here, she knew how she 
would sound if she flung the truth at Timothy Castle 
now. 

She would sound as if she were out of her mind. That 
she was mad, that she thought people were persecuting 
her. So she could only give him glare for glare, unable 
to speak out in her own defense. 

Aunt Catherine, however, had no such attitude. 

“Ive got to speak out, Mr. Castle,” she said, her voice 
firming. “I did tell you that a slight tendency to be pigeon- 
toed runs in the Bruce family, And I did say that both 
my niece and myself, when upset, lose sight of that and, 
on occasion, trip. But we don’t fall, Mr. Castle. We aren’t 
clumsy.” 

“I admire your loyalty, Miss Bruce,” Timothy said. 
“But several things have happened now. I’d be remiss if 
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I didn’t speak of it, in view of what has already hap- 
pened. Especially this, with the camels. They can be 
ugly beasts, I assure you.” 

“My niece,” Aunt Catherine told him, “isn’t the no- 
tional kind. She doesn’t frighten easily, and she doesn’t 
have the vapors. If she thought those stable doors were 
barred, they were barred, whether they’re open now or 
not. And if she thought somebody pushed her into your 
brother’s grave, somebody pushed her. As for now, why 
did we come across the camel lot anyhow? What was 
the purpose?” 

“Why, to help Lila see she’d been getting all worked 
up for no reason!” cried Fancey brightly. “To show her 
that there’s nothing to be afraid of, not even the camels, 
when we all can walk right past them!” 

Aunt Catherine ignored Fancey, continued to look 
at Timothy. “As for now,” she said, “when we were all 
crossing in front of those silly camels, my guess is that 
somebody pushed my niece or fell against her. She didn’t 
fail on her own, not without some kind of help.” 

“My!” Fancey exclaimed, her voice cutting through 
the abrupt silence. “You really have got a champion, 
Lila! Well, I'll have you know I wasn’t the one to bump 
into you, darling, if someone did. I was bumping into 
George, and he was steadying me until of a sudden he 
let go and I was on my own! Isn’t that tight, George?” 

“I knew you were in the clear,” he replied, nodding. 
“So I grabbed Lila to drag her away from that one 
camel.” 

“You pulled her right out from under its hoofs,” 
Roger put in. “You can be grateful to George, rough 
though he had to be, Lila.” 

“Tam ,.. deeply grateful, George,” Lila said promptly. 
“Please, all of you,” wanting only to end this, to be alone 
with her aunt, “Aunt Catherine is right in a way ... but 
we were all moving at once, we were all hurrying, 
bumping into each other ... it was possible for me to 
lose my balance. But it’s over now, everybody’s safe... 
please, let’s forget the whole thing.” 

On this note, they returned to the house, where Lila 
took her aunt’s arm and guided her to the stairway. The 
others scattered variously to library and back parlor and 
kitchen. 
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By the time Lila had closed their chamber doors 
and made certain her aunt was all right, her anger had 
sparked. They sat together in the older woman’s chamber, 
speaking in Jow tones. 

“You were pushed in that camel lot, weren’t you?” her 
aunt demanded. “And you were locked into that stable.” 

“ Yes’ to both,” Lila agreed. “Just now, as we were 
crossing the lot, someone dropped ... or threw... what 
seemed to be a wooden block under my feet, then, when 
I caught my balance someone shoved me. There was a 
definite, deliberate, and strong shove.” 

“The question is,’ Aunt Catherine speculated, “who 
has done all these things . . . has it been the Same person 
or different ones .. . and why would they keep on?” 

“We know nothi § about any of these people,” Lila 
replied thoughtfully. “There’s been no time to find out, 
because things have happened so fast. But the reason is 
plain. The inheritance. Someone must have been wor- 
ried when we arrived, must have thought there’d be some 
danger I’d inherit, and so immediately set about trying 
to frighten me away. The note made that obvious, told 
me to go. Then, when I was pushed into the grave, I was 
expected to flee. When I didn’t, when I stayed for the 
reading of the will...” 

“And the will was in your favor,” Aunt Catherine 
said. 

“. +» then I was locked into the stable to frighten me. 
Still to get me to leave, to abdicate, so to speak, maybe 
so scared I'd simply abandon the inheritance.” 

“Then, when that didn’t work, when you made it 
known and were fighting it,’ Aunt Catherine said, “they 
got more determined, Shoved you in front of the camels, 
This time they meant to kill you.” 

“Or to really terrify me.” 

“No, darling. To kill you. So someone else could 
inherit,” 

“Are you saying that Timothy ... or Roger... ?” 

“Not specifically, darling,” her aunt teplied slowly, 
thinking her way through the situation, “Timothy, being 
full brother, might be expected to inherit if you were 
fo... But then don’t you see, if Timothy were also to die, 
Roger would be in line. So, actually, one can be no more 
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certainly suspect than the other.” She ended on a rising 
inflection, gave Lila a meaningful look. 

“Are you thinking,” Lila asked, “that someone else 
might ... someone who could benefit if either Timothy 
or Roger were to inherit?” 

Even as she asked; the full possibility broke over her, 
and she knew that it would have come soon whether or 
not Aunt Catherine had spoken. 

“Fancey Abbott,” the older woman said, nodding. 
“She wants Timothy and, if she can’t get him, Roger. 
She very likely wanted Giles, but lost him to you. She’d 
want whichever Castle might inherit, you can mark that 
down. She wants a handsome man, but she wants money 
with him, ve watched her .. . it’s in every look of those 
speckled eyes, in every word she speaks to the Castle 
men, it's in her tone, and in every move of her body. 
And she hates you—you know she does.” 

“I’ve felt it,” Lila admitted. “Still, that doesn’t mean 
she’d do all those things.” 

“She’d try to frighten you, oh yes, she would!” Aunt 
Catherine declared, “She could have written that note 
and put it in the coffin, she was at the wake. I think it’s 
well we haven't mentioned that note and don’t think we 
should mention it, Let Fancey ... or whoever else it 
might be ... wonder, And Fancey could have pushed 
you into the grave, she was crowded right up there with 
everybody else. She could have locked you in the stable, 
could have followed you, pretending to hunt for eggs, 
and she could have shoved you into the camels no matter 
where she claims she was, so you'd be killed. Then 
Timothy could inherit and she’d try to get him to marry 
her.” 

“But others could have done the same,” Lila pointed 
out. “Don’t forget Patricia ... and Daisy. It’s plain 
enough they both want Timothy for Patricia. [ve seen 
her look at him, seen how ... seductive she is toward 
him. If she wants to marry him...” 

“Her mother would help her,” Aunt Catherine car- 
fied on. “That Daisy ... I wouldn't put anything past 
her. She’s been trying to get one of the Castle men for 
that girl for years, you can see it in her manner. Then, 
there’s Bawley. Let somebody promise him reward enough, 
he might do anything!” 
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Lila sat gazing unhappily at her aunt. The suspicions 
they were entertaining were stark and frightening, 

“I can’t see what reason George Damon would have 
to make mischief,” she said. “He’s not in line of 
inheritance, and besides he has his own rancho.” 

“More land, darling. All these Californians seem to be 
alike in wanting more and more land, aren’t ever satisfied 
With what they've got. Roger’s that way. Why should 
George be different? He could be helping one of the 
Castle men get rid of you, then get paid off with a nice 
fat parcel of land. What could be simpler ... or better for 
George?” 

“But he’s the one ... he saved me from the camels, Aunt 
Catherine! Why would he do that if he’d just tried to get 
me killed?” 

“Maybe he got scared, thought better of it, decided to 
dispose of you at another time, in another way. It’s hard 
to predict how a murderer's mind will work, darling. 
The only thing you can be certain of is that he has no 
good intention toward his victim.” 

They sat gazing at each other, Suddenly Lila’s mind 
cleared and she realized that everything—the note in the 
coffin, being pushed into the grave, being locked into the 
stable, being shoved into the path of the camel, was 
picayune. All the happenings had been designed to frighten 
her, but if she refused to be frightened, they would cease. 

She explained this to her aunt as she finished unpacking 
and putting away their belongings. By the time she had 
set Aunt Catherine’s glass-domed clock on the mantel 
and arranged the small china figurines of dancing girls, 
the older woman’s chamber was beginning to look more 
homelike, Last of all, she placed her aunt’s writing paper 
and pen and ink on a small table, laying the sharp little 
dagger used as letter opener well toward the back. The 
sturdy sheath, sparkling with brilliants, seemed to wink 
up at her. 

“That dagger,” Aunt Catherine said now. “If you'd do 
something for me, darling. Carry it with you, in your 
pocket.” 

“But why?” Lila cried. 

“Protection. Not that you'll use it, I know that, But 
I'd feel... easier... if you’d humor me.” 
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_ Lila sighed, nodded. Her aunt was looking at her so 
pleadingly she couldn’t refuse, 

She was about to pick up the dagger when the knock 
came at the door of the other chamber. She went to open 
it. 

Patricia was outside, her sultry beauty seeming to send 
out long, locking flames of hatred. She said nothing, just 
stared at Lila with her smoldering eyes, her red lips in 
a taunting, down-tilted smile. 

“Yes?” Lila asked. 

_ “Timothy sent me to tell you to come to the library,” 
the girl said, her voice not enticing now, but sullen and 
challenging, “Right away.” — 

Lila hesitated. She didn’t like being ordered around, 
especially by Timothy Castle. Probably he was accustomed 
to giving orders; he’d grown up in this house, probably 
thinking he might one day be its master. The message 
Patricia had brought indicated that he chose to scorn Lila’s 
new position at House of the Camel. 

She said firmly to Patricia, “You may fell Mr. Castle 
Til be down presently,” and closed the door. 

Then she glanced at her aunt, who had come into the 
chamber, half contrite. She didn’t like to treat anyone, 
much less someone in her employ, with harshness. 

The older woman recognized this and was quick to 
reassure her. “You weren’t rude, Lila,” she said. “The girl 
was insolent. Your manner put her on notice that you'll 
not stand for insolence. So don’t fret. There'll be things 
aplenty before you've established yourself in this house. 
That includes letting Timothy Castle cool his heels.” 

“That’s not my reason,” Lila said, chuckling at her aunt’s 
fierceness. “It’s my dress . . . it’s dirty from the stable 
yard. From when I fell. ’'ve got to change.” 

“That you do!” agreed her aunt. “My! I really have 
had my dander up to miss that! Here, let me see.” She 
came to Lila, took hold of the skirt, and spread it. “No, 
it didn’t get damaged . . . just a little dirt from the 
ground. A good brushing’ll fix it!” 

Smiling, Lila permitted her clucking aunt to help her 
out of the mud-stained garment. Her petticoat had got 
dirt on the hem, and she removed that and put on a clean, 
starched one. 

Then she opened the wardrobe and gazed along the 
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line of dresses hanging there. She didn’t have another 
black dress; besides, she didn’t want to wear black, didn’t 
mean to go into mourning, for Giles had once expressed 
his dislike for the custom. 

So, glimpsing her new dove-gray silk, she drew that out. 
It was as she was spreading it flat on the counterpane, 
preparatory to lifting it carefully over her head, that she 
saw what had been done to it. 

She gasped, then stared at the way the dress was slashed 
from heart level to waist, then down, halfway to the hem. 
Her heart began knocking, softly at first, but jumping next 
into a hard and shaking beat. 
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“What is it, darling .._ what’s wrong?” Aunt Catherine 
asked. She dropped the black dress, came hurrying to 
the bed. “Why,” she exclaimed, “it’s been cut! Your nice 
new dress!” 

“Yes,” Lila said, “it was indeed.” 

“But who? Who could’ve done it?” 

“Any one of them, Aunt Catherine.” 

“But when? We were all at the funeral ... everybody 
was at dinner except me, and I was in my chamber, the 
door was open between the rooms...” 

“You were asleep,” Lila reminded her, “you were very 
tired and sound asleep. Someone could have slipped in, 
closed the door, cut the dress, and slipped away. 

“It's a woman’s trick,” Aunt Catherine announced. “I'd 
say Fancey Abbott. It’s the very kind of thing she’d do!” 

Lila thought swiftly back on the day’s activities. Her 
gray dress had been all right when she got ready for the 
funeral, for she’d taken it out of the wardrobe to straighten 
a fold. 

Everybody had stayed together for the funeral service. 
Afterward, the men had been in the library, Daisy and 
Patricia had been getting dinner, and Fancey had taku 
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Lila on the tour of the house. It was possible that some orie 
of these—anyone but Fancey—could have slipped upstairs 
and done the mischief. Bawley, as far as Lila could re- 
member, had been outside during that time, returning 
later to help take the extra chairs out of the parlor. 

“I was awake when you brought my tray and Fancey 
came in and waited for you to change shoes to go outside,” 
Aunt Catherine said. 

“What did you do after we left?” Lila asked. 

“Ate my food. Then I poked around the house some 
myself. I sat in that back parlor with the door shut, trying 
to make myself feel at home. I know it was pushy, but 
that’s what I did.” 

“There’s no way to know when the dress was cut,” 
Lila said. 

The older woman nodded, examining the garment. “It 
can’t be mended, either,” she said. “The skirt can be used. 
I can make darts, one where it’s cut, but it'll have to have 
a new bodice ... if we can match the silk. Or, maybe get 
some good heavy lace a shade lighter or darker. You'll 
have to wear something else now ... maybe that pale blue 
that’s near-gray?” 

Lila turned again to the wardrobe, and drew out the 
suggested dress. She glanced it over, stared in disbelief, 
It had been slashed in the same manner in which the gray 
silk had been cut. 

She heard Aunt Catherine gasp, saw her eyes go wide, 
her skin pale. When Lila would have sprung to her, she 
made an impatient gesture. 

“I’m. all right ... don’t fuss! I’m just mad ... I’m furious, 
I'm not going to keel over. Don’t you know by now that 
when I really get my dander up, it helps my heart, fills 
me with life? It shoots strength into me, and right now I 
feel strong enough to—” She broke off, then said quietly, 
“Take a look at the rest of your dresses ... every one 
of them. And mine, too!” 

Lila dropped the blue dress onto the bed, went back 
to the wardrobe. Here she looked quickly through the 
remaining dresses—the brown, the green, the white. silk 
dress she was to have worn as bride. All were slashed in 
the identical manner of the first two. 

She ran to the other chamber, swiftly sorted through 
her aunt’s dresses. They were intact. 
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She hastened back to her aunt, made her report. They 
stared wordlessly at each other. 

“Vl have to brush the black dress,” Lila said at last. 
"Til wear it until—maybe we can make a bodice of the 
blue-gray and use it with the gray skirt.” 

“Yes,” Aunt Catherine agreed, handling the two dresses. 
“We don’t want anyone to know you’ve so much as noticed 
what's been done. 

“No... never.” 

Together, they brushed the particles of earth from the 
black dress. Then Lila put it on again, and at her aunt’s 
insistence, dropped the small dagger into its deep slit- 
pocket. By the time she was ready to leave, the older 
woman had her shears in hand and was eyeing the skirt 
of the blue-gray dress. 

Troubled over the unpleasant incidents that kept oc- 
curring, Lila made her way downstairs and to the library. 
She hesitated at the door, uncertain whether to knock or 
to simply enter. 

She settled it by knocking and turning the knob 
simultaneously, There! she thought. I don’t act like a 
mouse Knocking at my own door, nor do I seem rude 
enough to just burst into the room. 

Timothy turned from the mantel as she entered. He 
stood facing her the length of the room, his hair aflame. 
The books sat on their shelves solidly, clasps gleaming. 

“So,” he said. “Here you are.” 
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Lila waited. 

He came to her, seated her on the couch, returned to 
his mantel. There seemed to be less red than usual in his 
brown eyes as they looked at her, probably because they 
were so cold, she decided. 

“Pye gone over the will,” he said. “Johnstone left a 
copy here. It’s yours, of course. Steven went over it with 
me. It’s in proper form, he says. It sets your future so you 
need never have a worry.” 

His eyes came to hers, to her lips, jerked away. “You 
have nothing to say, no questions?” 

“Should I ask them of you if I did?” she countered. 
“['d think my questions should be directed to Mr. John- 
stone, since he’s my attorney. You sent for me to tell 
me something, I thought. Not to hear questions.” 

“The fact is,” Timothy said, “that you are the legal 
heir of my brother. You may feel that you should take 
charge.” 

He was glaring—at her hair, eyes, lips. His eyes seemed 
to accuse, to shout that anything, any scheming, conniving, 
underhanded action might be expected from a girl who 
would so ensnare a sick and dying young man that he 
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left her his estate. Any plot, any trick, any notion might 
be within her capabilities. 

Such as lying, claiming she’d been locked into the 
stable. 

“I’m overwhelmed by Giles’ generosity,” she said, care- 
fully holding her voice lower than normal in an effort 
to prove to this man that she wasn’t evil, even if he did, 
for some reason, take offense at everything about her, in- 
cluding the fact that her tawny-gold eyes matched her 
hair, — 

“Does that mean you intend to stay in California, even 
though you’ve been in trouble ever since you got here? 
Especially this afternoon?” 

“I didn’t look for trouble. Not this morning or this 
afternoon, or any time. As for the future, I don’t promise 
to become-an experienced rancher in two or three days, 
or to stay hidden in the house because of what has hap- 
pened. I do propose to conduct myself as a lady, even 
though I have so much to learn.” 

There was surprise on his face, quickly replaced by 
a bemused took. 

She went on, “I shan’t be any more trouble than J must 
over rancho matters. Maybe you, since you have been 
in charge, will advise me.” 

Anger swept away his bemusement so instantly she 
wondered if he took pleasure in getting angry, if he 
resented her having inherited so much he wanted to quar- 
rel with her, for no reason at all. 

“Now, we're getting at the truth!” he snapped. “You 
want someone to run the place for you!” 

“Not at all!” she snapped back. “I expect to run it 
myself. Surely I made that clear. All I need from you is 
a little information. I need to be able to tell the rancho 
hands what to do and when. And I need to learn about 
camels, all about camels, and the caravan. You're the ex- 
pert on that, because Giles told me you'd stayed behind 
to run the caravan for your grandfather while Giles went 
on his tour.” 

“That’s right,” Timothy agreed, eyes coldly red, mus- 
tache of freckles moving stiffly as he spoke. “I wanted to 
go into the Union Army. I want to do away with slavery, 
do away with it fast. But the old gentleman talked me 
into staying, talked me into helping out here, tele 
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charge of the caravan until Giles completed his tour. I 
built it up for him and was willing to do it—for my 
grandfather and for my brother. But now that they're ... 
and the property is out of my hands, I don’t propose to 
lose any more time from my own affairs.” 

She forgot all about being a lady, about manners, about 
everything but this maddening, overbearing man. “We are 
indeed getting at truth!” she heard herself cry. “Instead 
of being interested in seeing House of the Camel prosper, 
you mean to leave and let it rot!” 

He sat down unexpectedly on a chair near her. His 
hair was a softer red than she’d realized, though it really 
did blaze. It was a pity he was so cantankerous, that he 
Was so angry because Giles had left everything to her. 

“That's what you need to do—leave,” he said. “Go back 
to Missouri where you’re used to things, where you don’t 
run the risk of .. . accidents.” 

“And simply desert the ranch?” 

“You can sell out, engage someone else to run it for 
you, send you the profits. Offhand, I’d suggest Roger Castle 
or, failing him, George Damon.” 

“Why shouldn’t I engage one of them to teach me how 
to run it?” she countered. “If I'm going to own House of 
the Camel, I should learn to run things correctly, not push 
the responsibility off onto someone else.” 

He gave her a keen look. “You think soundly,” he said. 
Then his look moved back to her lips, and his mouth went 
stern. 

She glared at him. It was as though he’d expected only 
lack of brains from her and an array of feminine indeci- 
sion. 

She sprang to her feet, surprising herself. She couldn’t 
get out of this room, get away from this man fast enough. 
She’d be glad to see him go, into the army, into the far 
horizon, just so she didn’t have to see that burning bush 
of hair, listen to that bossy voice. 

He said nothing for a heartbeat, then stood so abruptly 
he seemed to jump up. This startled Lila so that she 
jumped slightly and the movement brought her so close to 
Timothy that they were almost touching. 

She could smell the good wool of his black suit. Sud- 
denly she became aware that for some reason—that instant 
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anger of his, no doubt—his figure had gone rigid. Her 
own body tensed, and her blood began to surge. 

This was ridiculous. She had only to turn on her heel 
and march away, out of the room, up the stairs to Aunt 
Catherine, Probably he’d pack and leave and she’d never 
have to see him again. 

She couldn’t go, couldn’t move, not yet. For some reason. 
she felt almost dizzy. If she tried to flounce out, she'd 
almost certainly trip and maybe even fall. Which she 
mustn’t do, not under any circumstances. 

So she swung her eyes up to him. She’d just coolly say 
good day and go. His eyes moved over her again—features, 
hair, lips, stayed on her lips. Something deep within her, 
at the bottom of her most secret self, quivered. And there 
was a tingle that was both startling and delicious. Anc 
wrong. It had to be wrong if this fiery-haired man with 
the probing eyes, the angry mouth, had roused it. 

The tingle came again. Her lips trembled, and almost 
her eyelids drifted shut, and then she forced her eyes 
wide and began to stare. 

‘He was going to kiss her; that hard, angry mouth was 
going to slam onto hers, take possession. She was. twenty 
and had never been kissed except by Giles, on the lips 
true enough, but gently and chastely. And she couldn't 
be kissed now, not this way, not by this powerful, angry 
man who resented and hated her. 

She wanted only to run, but was unable to move. 
And while she was like that, he grabbed her. He yanked 
her close, to his hard body, pulled her closer, his hand 
spread over the small of her back, his other hand shooting 
up under the long chignon, tearing it loose, holding her 
neck. 

She saw him bend his head. Through eyes that kept clos- 
ing despite her struggle to keep them wide, she saw that 
angry mouth coming closer. Then it closed over her quiver- 
ing lips, encompassing them. 

His mouth was warm, even tender, but it was hard, and 
it held hers. Then it began to press, to grind, push her 
lips against her teeth, to hurt them. She pushed right back, 
trying to shove them away, and in the process, somehow, 
knew that he thought she was kissing him in return. Their 
battle of lips went on, and now she began to struggle, to 
try to free herself. 
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It was impossible. He seemed to have yanked her so 
tightly to him that she was melting against him, and that 
tingle started again, shot through her body and back to 
its starting place, where it seemed to burn and consume. 
She stopped struggling because she couldn't move, he was 
holding her so fiercely, and she felt that she was beginning 
to melt into him, her bone into his bone. 

Now she couldn’t breathe. But she didn’t want to 
breathe, She wanted to stay pressed to him, feeling all 
of him, learning him, her lips moving under his, kissing 
back kiss for kiss, that exquisite tingling a-sing through 
her. She felt herself half-swooning from the delight of it. 

Unbelievably, his hand on her back held her even more 
tightly to him, and he bent her backward, holding her so 
intimately that her blood zan as hot as that blaze of his 
hair. Their lips parted once, slammed together again, 
hers. as eager as his. 

Then his kisses burned down along her throat, to the 
wild pulse there, madly caressing her tender skin. She was 
trembling in his arms, helpless, consumed, 

They were alone behind closed doors. Alone in each 
other’s arms. And he was kissing her, raping her with kisses, 
bending her into his ‘body. And his hand was coming onto 
her bosom, as if he wanted—as if he were her husband. 

She put her hands against his chest and pushed. “No 
«-» Limothy... please... !” 

He heard her at last, drew back still holding her, but 
loosely. He stared down at her, and she wondered if her 
face shone as his did, if her eyes were blazing as were 


His lips moved, but only a groan came through them, a 


groan that he cut off. And then he set her free, his hands 
hard and lingering and reluctant, 
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Shock beat in the silence. Her shock. His. 

Lila stood trembling. He could see that she was trem- 
bling, but there was nothing she could do about it, not yet. 
Too many thoughts, wonders, apprehensions were fleeing 
through her; the only thing she could do at this moment 
was to stand here, swept by them, caught into this sliver 
of time. 

Was this how she could expect to be treated if she in- 
sisted on doing the work of a man in this western country? 
Would every man she spoke with of rancho affairs grab 
her, manhandle her, desecrate her, drive that frightening 
tingle through her, that shameful delight that had rendage: 
her helpless? Would every man feel free to violate her, 
who was widow-bride? Not Steven, she thought, not Roger 
or George. They were gentlemen; she instinctively re- 
sponded to their warmth, felt drawn to them. 

What sort-of girl am I? she wondered. I’m newly be- 
reaved, yet ... It was Timothy, she decided crossly, it 
was his antagonism, his fiery hair, his ruthless boldness 
that had roused the wanton in her. 

If that were the case, if she would respond to any man, 
if man after man felt he could take his pleasure with 
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her, not one of them would give her respect. And she 
couldn’t respect herself, 

There lay the problem. She had to make certain that no 
one ever violated her again. Especially this hard, handsome, 
tight-lipped man. She forced herself to stare right into his 
eyes, forced her breath in, pushed it strongly out. She 
could feel the trembling lessen as she did this, and continued 
determinedly. 

“Lila,” Timothy said. Suddenly his mouth gentled. Then 
it hardened, and he asked, “Now will you leave? While 
you can?” 

“No,” she replied, at last finding the will to step out 
of his reach. “I’m not a quitter!” 

“You're so damn ... vital!” he snapped. His voice was 
tense, and he didn’t seem to know he’d sworn at her. 
“You're a spitfire,” he continued, “and a fighter. But you 
need to know what you're fighting. You can’t go hitting 
out in the dark . . . shadow boxing.” 

“What do you mean, I don’t know what I’m fighting 
-..1 know very weil!” 

She flung back her head so she could glare at him fully, 
direct every sliver of rage straight at him. She pressed her 
lips tightly together, then, to keep from crying out the 
rest, all of it. 

She ached and burned to fling at him how she'd found 
the note in Giles’ coffin, warning her—no, ordering her— 
to leave, She pulsed with wanting to describe how she’d 
felt hands, human hands, come onto her shoulders and 
push her into the grave, but he knew that, discounted it, 
blamed it on what he considered her clumsiness. Just as 
he didn’t believe that someone had locked her into the 
stable or that someone had caused her to fall in front of 
the camel. 

Almost she did cry out what had been done to her 
dresses, almost demanded that he come upstairs to her 
chamber, here and now, and look at them. And then she 
didn’t. For he wouldn’t believe. Not this know-it-all, 
heartless man who was burning because Giles had left the 
Castle holdings to her, a mere fiancee. He would be capable 
of looking right at her ruined dresses, every one of them, 
and twist what had been done around to suit himself. 

She could just hear him. “My dear Lila,” his voice 
would come at her, icy and belittling, “this passes 
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credence! Can you give me one reason why, any reason 
whatsoever, that anyone at House of the Camel would 
commit such a destructive act? I know ...I know...” 
She could see him lift his hand in that bossy manner to 
cut off her protest. “... You’ve had a number of incredible 

. accidents . . . since you arrived here. Accidents that, 
I must point out, were avoidable and not to be traced to 
any person. Most of which could have been a result of 
your own negligence or imagination.” 

“You don’t mean negligence, you mean clumsiness!” 
she could hear herself retort. “And you don’t mean 
imagination, you mean lying!” 

She could picture how he'd stand there, that face reveal- 
ing nothing. Just turned to her, silent and cold and un- 
relenting, 

“But what about these?” she could hear herself demand, 
gesturing at the dresses, laid out on the bed, unwearable, 
ruined. “What about those slashes? Do you think I'm 
that awkward, that careless? Do you think I’m imagining 
that? Or did it myself, to make trouble?” 

She could visualize how he’d stand there, saying nothing, 
every line of his big, overpowering body proclaiming that 
indeed she herself had cut the dresses to ribbons for some 
wicked reason of her own. Probably to prove that the 
things that had happened to her had not been a result of 
clumsiness and lying, but with intent by someone here 
who had appointed himself——or herself—Lila’s enemy. 

He was watching her keenly. She stared unblinkingly 
back at him as these thoughts and speculations flashed 
through her mind. Incredibly, before she could settle on 
a suitable retort to what he’d said about shadow boxing, 
since he hadn’t deigned to respond to the retort she had 
made, his face changed. ~ 

If she didn’t know better, if she didn’t know what a ruth- 
less, unfeeling brute he was—in fact, if he’d been Roger 
Castle or Steven Perry or George Damon getting this 
look on his face—if he’d been any man but the one he 
was, she’d think he was about to apologize for his be- 
havior. For talking as he had to her, for insinuating that 
she was awkward, for grabbing her, for kissing her, for— 
well, for everything. But he wasn’t some other man. He 
was Timothy Castle, and she couldn’t possibly, under any 
circumstances, ever forget that. 
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Nor could she afford to drop her guard with him. Or 
with anyone else at House of the Camel. But especially 
with him, for he’d acted the worst toward her, and he’d 
lost the most through Giles’ will. 

“Forget what happened a minute ago,” he ordered 
brusquely. 

She caught her breath. She couldn’t tell whether he 
thought he was making an apology or really giving another 
order. Grab a girl, violate her, practically rape her, then 
order her to forget it! Pure rage flared in her, rage at 
him and at her own reaction in his arms, putting her into 
such a state she could hardly breathe. 

“My advice to. you,” he said now, “is still to leave. Get 
away from here while you can, Forget about running the 
rancho.” 

Then, before she could respond, he strode past her, 
yanked open the door, and was gone. 

She stood working at her breathing, her trembling. 
Then she went flying upstairs. 

Aunt Catherine looked up from her basting when Lila 
burst into the chamber, “What is it?” she asked. “You 
look—what did Timothy Castle say, what did he do?” 

She couldn’t ‘possibly tell her aunt what the man had 
done. It was bad enough that it had happened, that she 
had to remember it herself. She wasn’t going to burden 
Aunt Catherine with it. 

So she told as much as she could. 

“He’s going into the army, he’s set on that. He practical- 
ly ordered me to leave the rancho and get out of Cal- 
ifornia.” 

“But why, darling? Why would he do that? He’s disap- 
pointed not to inherit the land, that’s natural. But since 
he can’t have it, what difference does it make who runs 
it?” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lila said. “All I do know is that 
I’m not going to let him or anybody order me around! 
You’ve never done that, not in my whole life, and you're 
my own blood! Timothy Castle has no right, none at all!” 

“That’s right,” Aunt Catherine agreed, her own dander 
showing. “So let’s get these dresses, a couple of them, any- 
how, in shape for you to wear, Maybe we can go to the 
town real soon and buy material and make some new 
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ones. There’s nothing keeps a woman clear-headed, helps 
her to hold her own, like knowing she looks her best.” 

Despite her state of mind, Lila smiled. Aunt Catherine 
had always kept the two of them dressed in the best 
materials, in perfect taste, following fashion, but never 
going in for extremes. She’d sewed countless hours, Lila 
helping, and they’d had some of their closest companion- 
ship, their most relaxed and peaceful hours thus engaged. 

Now she hunted out her own thimble, threaded a needle 
and started basting one of the sleeves her aunt had cut from 
the blue-gray skirt. This would be set into the bodice on 
which Aunt Catherine was now working. Their eyes met, 
and they smiled together. 

The afternoon passed, went into evening. Lila left off 
sewing long enough to go to the kitchen and instruct Daisy 
to prepare a supper tray. 

“There’s still company here,” Daisy told her stiffly, 
“Timothy asked them to stay for supper, seeing there’s 
so much food brought in that hasn’t been touched.” 

Lila had no desire to sit at table with Timothy and the 
others tonight. Still, she hesitated, assessing her reasons— 
anger at Timothy, irritation toward Fancey Abbott, sad- 
ness for Giles, and a growing weariness from the events 
of the day. There was no fear, no reluctance to be with 
the other men—Steven, Roger, George. She was, simply, 
depleted. 

She told this to the housekeeper. “It’s been a trying 
day, Daisy.” She continued, making her tone author- 
itative, for she did have to establish herself as mistress. 
“Tell Timothy that my aunt and I need the evening as 
well as the night to rest, and ask him to convey our 
apologies to the guests.” 

Consequently, Lila and the older woman spent a quiet 
evening in their chambers. Lila mentioned the sewing 
machine she’d discovered, but they decided against using 
it. This way, no one knew what they were doing, and they 
preferred it so. 

They ate lightly, cleared the smali table, put the tray 
outside in the hall. Then, pulling chairs close to the 
table, they stitched by lamplight, not talking much, 
soothed by each other’s presence and by the homely, 
familiar task of making tiny, meticulous stitches, thei 
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objective being the double one of finding peacefulness 
and completing the new dress. 

“There!” Aunt Catherine exclaimed contentedly as Lila 
stood for the last fitting. “It’s lovely! That blue really does 
have just the right amount of gray to make it simply melt 
into the skirt! Nobody would dream that it’s a made-over! 
Tomorrow, we'll tackle the brown and green combination!” 

Smiling at her aunt’s happy satisfaction, Lila took off 
the dress and hung it away. Talking back and forth between 
their chambers, they got into their nightdresses, brushed 
and braided their hair. 

After she’d tucked the older woman in and kissed her 
goodnight, Lila went gratefully back into her own chamber, 
She was tired and sleepy, and looking forward to the night’s 
Test. 

She opened the door onto the tiny balcony and stood 
for a moment in the fresh night air. It was chilly and fin- 
gered past her into the room, where the small fire she’d 
started after supper was dying. Then she closed the door, 
went to her bed and folded back the covers. 

At first she thought the dark spot in the middle of the 
sheet was a shadow. And then she thought that it was a 
big, dark dress buckle, brown in color, though where it 
would have come from she had no idea. 

Incredibly, it moved. And she saw-that it was a small, 
jointed thing somewhat resembling a lobster, with many 
legs. It was about four inches long, the most poisonous 
bit of life she’d ever seen. 

She thought she was screaming, but the only sound she 
heard was a moan, very low, very soft. 
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The moan brought Aunt Catherine on the run. 

“What is it?” she cried. ‘““What’s wrong?” 

Lila swallowed, tried to speak, to control her knees, 
to keep them from buckling. Wordless, she pointed to 
the bed. 

Aunt Catherine took one look, snatched up her shears 
from the table. With their points, she flicked the brown 
creature off the sheet and onto the floor. Then, holding 
the shears by their closed blades, she struck at the thing, 
pounded until it lay still. 

They stood together, staring. It was dead, its four ‘pairs 
of legs broken. It had a pair of large, crablike pincers 
and a long, tail-like abdomen ending in a venomous-look- 
ing stinger, 

It’s dead now, Lila reminded herself, it can’t do anything. 
Even so, she shuddered. 

“It’s one of those scorpions,” Aunt Catherine said. “It’s 
a horrible-looking thing. I’ve heard about scorpions, read 
about them, seen pictures.” 

Lila forced herself to study the scorpion so that, in the 
future, she could identify the species. She’d never seen 
anything stranger or uglier. 

123 


ee ———. ]] 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


“Scorpions,” Aunt Catherine whispered, “sting a person, 
shoot their poison. And sometimes the person dies. Lila, 
somebody put that in your bed to kill you!” 

Lila whirled. Her aunt was sheet-white. She put her arms 
around the little woman, urged her into a chair, 

“Ym all right, I'll be fine,’ Aunt Catherine protested. 
“Don’t get upset, and don’t raise a fuss, It’s the shock, 
in a minute my dander’ll come up and I'll feel strong. 
You're white as a ghost yourself. Sit down a minute, pull 
your chair up beside mine. That’s all I need, all you need. 
The danger’s over.” 

“For the moment,” Lila conceded. She sat close to 
the older woman, took her hands. She rubbed them, felt 
a bit of warmth come into them. 

“Who do you think did it, who put the scorpion there?” 
Aunt Catherine asked. “It didn’t get from outdoors, up 
the stairs and under your bedcovers all by itself.” 

“Td guess the person who ruined my dresses did this,” 
Lila said thoughtfully. “It could all have been done at one 
trip—bring the scorpion upstairs, put it into the bed, cut 
the dresses, then sneak away.” 

“I still say it’s a woman’s trick. That means Fancey 
Abbott or the housekeeper or that daughter of hers. All 
of them having their eye on Timothy like they have.” 

“I wonder,” speculated Lila. “Remember, they lost noth- 
ing through Giles’ will. He gave them exactly the same as 
his grandfather did. They inherited twice as much, for 
they inherited twice.” 

“So did the others,” Aunt Catherine pointed out. 

“So did the others,” Aunt Catherine pointed out. “That 
young attorney, the cousin—Roger—and that Damon 
fellow. And Timothy’s walking away with forty thousand 
dollars and a lot of land, more than twice as much as 
before. So he gets more than anybody else, but he also 
loses the most. He’s the one with reason to get rid of 
you.” 

“I don’t think Timothy is directly responsible for all 
the things that have happened,” Lila said slowly. “But 
someone—Daisy Swann or Patricia or Bawley Jones— 
could be acting for him, carrying out his orders. To 
frighten me away. We don’t know definitely that the 
scorpion would kill ... it may be just to scare me, to 
get me to pack and run.” 
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Aunt Catherine gave a little snort. Her dander rising, 
she looked almost normal, “Thinks if he can get you to 
run, you'll give everything up and he'll get it!” 

They gazed at each other, baffled. 

“T tell you what,” the older woman said, looking quite 
herself, “I don’t know whether these other things that 
have happened—except for the note and your dresses— 
are accidents or not. Or, whether somebody’s behind 
them. But I would like fer us to leave this house, go to 
San Pedro and take rooms. You can get some advance 
funds from that lawyer Johnstone, I’m sure.” 

“What good would that do, Aunt Catherine? Besides, 
it would be running away.” 

“No it wouldn't, not at all. I’d give us a breathing 
spell. And we'd find out one thing—whether the acci- 
dents, and other things that aren’t accidental, keep on 
happening after we're away from this house. If they do, 
then well know whether somebody really does want to 
harm you. If they don’t—” 

“Tf they don’t,” Lila put in, “we still can’t be certain. 
They may think we’ve given up, and nothing will hap- 
pen unless we venture back into this house.” 

They sat considering. As she mulled, Lila found her- 
self more and more determined to stay. She was too ir- 
titated by Timothy to let him ferce her into leaving, and 
she wasn’t inclined to be pushed out by her enemy either, 
should he--or she—prove to be other than Timothy. 

She was worried, but angry enough to want to find out 
what was going on. This she was determined to do, and 
further, she meant to see that no one prevented Giles’ 
last wishes from being carried out. 

she wondered if she should talk to Steven Perry about 
the situation, Still, he’d been Matthew Castle’s attorney, 
had been supplanted, and going to him might in some 
way interfere with ethics. If not Steven, perhaps she should 
talk with Roger Castle or George Damon, for they had 
been friendly. Wait, instinct warned, it could be a friendly 
person who is the enemy. The friendliness could be 
a mask, 

That left only Attorney Warren J. Johnstone. He hadn’t 
approved of Giles’ leaving her the Castle estate. He’d 
made his disapproval felt when he read the will. She coum 
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imagine herself blurting out all the incidents, every one of 
them, to Timothy before she could to Johnstone. 

“What are you going to do, darling?’ Aunt Catherine 
asked. 

“Stay right here and fight it out,” Lila replied. She 
jumped up, hunted out a scrap of the blue-gray material, 
marched over to the dead scorpion, “First, 'm going to get 
rid of this thing,” she continued, picking up the scorpion 
inside the cloth. “We'll mention it to no one, let whoever 
put it here just wonder. And after that, we're going to bed 
and get some sleep.” 

She went swiftly across the room, through the doorway, 
and onto the balcony. There was a spill of light below, 
coming from the library, and she could hear the murmur 
of men’s voices outside there, and Fancey’s laugh, sudden 
and light. 

Well, she shouldn’t let their presence stop her. She’d 
simply lean out, at the opposite end of the balcony, and 
throw the scorpion so hard and far it would land in dark- 
ness, and they’d never know. 

She stood against the railing, hand drawn back ready 
to throw, when the sharp, splintering noise rent the night. 

And then the railing gave way and she was falling, 
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Empty space bored swiftly up, swallowing her, pressing 
against her bosom, lifting her robe, floating it upward. 
And there was nothing she could do to break her mo- 
mentum, to stop herself from crashing onto the ground 
below. 

She was aware that there was no time, none at all, aware 
of her aunt screaming, “Lila... Lila!” 

And then she smashed into something broad and solid, 
yet with a yielding quality that gave, that itself went to the 
ground under her, cushioning, saving. And her breath 
surged from her body, driven out by the impact. 

Instinctively, she tried to breathe, to move. Only a sliver 
of air came, hot and stabbing. For some reason her arms 
wouldn’t move, or her limbs. Again she tried, and they 
wouldn’t stir. 

From above, Aunt Catherine’s voice continued; from 
under her, voices were sounding, and there was move- 
ment that heaved her slowly upward. Other voices were 
crying out, a smali chorus of them it seemed, one of them 
Fancey’s. Again she sucked at the air, managed a bit more 
this time, heard it sob in, a quiver she couldn’t possibly 
control. 
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She gasped on, breathing somehow, wishing the voice 
chorus would cease, that the movement under her would 
stop, She tried to push up to her feet, but this had been 
no small tumble. It had been a plunge from the second 
story, not a thing from which she could jump lightly up 
and resume her everyday affairs. 

Her efforts to breathe were helping and now she felt her- 
self being lifted up, and realized that she had fallen on 
top of someone else. Hands were holding her, lifting, 
standing her on her feet where she remained motionless 
for a few seconds, depending on the arms holding her. 
There was still only the sensation of dim light, of voices, 
excited, alarmed, all exclaiming at once. 

Then she heard Fancey Abbott cry, “She’s all right ... 
she hasn’t got any broken bones ... see, she’s standing 
.-. her arms are moving! She just had her breath knocked 
out, that’s all! You're the ones that could’ve been hurt 
could’ve been killed, Timothy ... you and Steven both, 
jumping out like that to break her fall! Letting her land 
right on top of you!” 

“It’s lucky we brought you out to look at the stars,” 
Steven's voice said breathlessly. “Otherwise...” 

Lila’s own breathing was still labored, but she was able 
now to focus her eyes, to make out their faces in the spill 
of lamplight. 

Fancey and Steven were standing in front of her. Steven 
looked disheveled, presumably from helping cushion her 
fall, and was still breathing hard. Roger and George were 
gathered in, one at each side. Which meant that the arm 
that still steadied her, and the hard breathing right beside 
her, must belong to Timothy. 

Her impulse was to pull away, but somehow the strenSy 
to do so wasn’t in her yet. 

Now Aunt Catherine, who must have come down the 
stairs much too fast for her own good, rushed through 
the door from the library, flew to Lila. “Darling!” she 
cried, putting out her arms and drawing Lila to her. “Are 
you hurt?” 

Lila glimpsed Timothy, who looked even more di- 
sheveled than Steven. He, too, was breathing hard. 

“Tm all right,” she said. “I just had my breath knocked 
out, nothing) worse.” 
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“We'd better get her inside,” Roger Castle said, “And 
send for the doctor.” 

His tone was. abrupt, and he was frowning. 

“Til go,” George volunteered. “I’ve got Prince here 
... he’s the fastest horse within a hundred miles.” 

“No,” Lila said quickly, “I’m perfectly all right. I don’t 
need a doctor, don’t want one. All that happened was I 
had a fall and was lucky enough to come out of it in one 
piece. Thanks to you, Steven. And to Timothy.” 

Steven smiled, but the smile faded into a look of con- 
cern. “Think nothing of it,” he declared. “But it wouldn't 
hurt to have the doctor... what do you think, Timothy?” 

There was such a long silence that Lila ventured a glance 
at Timothy despite her reluctance to do so. She might 
have known. His face was set; he was in a white fury, his 
blazing hair all but crackling. 

“If you don’t want a doctor, that’s your privilege,” he 
said. “As to your fall—-what I want to know is—how did 
you manage it?” 

There. She might have known. Had known, really. He 
didn’t believe that her fall had been accidental; he believed 
that she’d been clumsy, had stumbled and plunged across 
the railing. Or, worse, he probably didn’t know the railing 
had splintered, but assumed rather that she’d managed, 
in the colossal awkwardness he attributed to her, somehow 
to fall over the railing. 

“T was throwing something out,” she told ‘him. She 
hoped her tone was as icy as she was.trying to make it. “I 
leaned over the railing, and it broke, catching me off-bal- 
ance.” 

They all stared, Timothy in what looked to be pure 
disbelief. The others—Steven and George—were dismayed. 
The expression on Fancey’s face was. unreadable. Roger 
seemed both dismayed and angry. 

“Lila’s right,” Aunt Catherine told them. “She’s: never 
had a bad fall before in her life. If you’d be so: kind, 
Timothy, seeing you've lived here and know the condition 
of the house, I’d appreciate it if you'll come up and look 
at that railing.” 

“Gladly,” Timothy agreed. “This house is sound through- 
out. If something has gone wrong with it, I want to 
know.” 

“First,” put in Fancey, “you should have a doctel i 


129 


<< C—“—SsS—~“<~—~Sé<i*™ 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


look yourself over, Timothy. And Steven, Even if Lila 
doesn’t want to fool with it.” 

“T need no doctor,” Timothy said. 

“Nor I,” Steven said. “The ground was soft from the 
rain. Once we got our breath we were all right.” 

Thus they climbed the spiraling stairs, a silent group. 
Timothy, escorting Aunt Catherine, led the way. Steven, 
catrying a lamp, went next, with Fancey. George, carrying 
a second lamp, followed them. Roger put his hand under 
Lila’s arm and she permitted it, though she would have 
preferred to climb unaided, and they brought up the rear. 

“You'd all better wait inside the bedchamber, don’t you 
agree, Timothy?” Steven asked after they had crossed to 
the balcony door. “Not knowing the condition out there, 
that seems safest to me.” 

“You're right,” Timothy replied. But he continued to 
move forward. 

“Ti take this lamp out,” Steven said. “If you'll hold a 
lamp at the door, Timothy ... Ill take a look at that 
tailing.” 

Timothy frowned, started to speak, did not. He took 
the lamp from George and, when Steven had stepped 
carefully out onto the balcony, shone the light at arm’s 
length. 

From within the room, Lila could see past him, see the 
gap in the rail. The light showed the posts jagged and 
broken, leaning outward at a crazy angle. It showed Steven 
kneeling at the gap. 

“I think it’s been sawed,” he told them. “Three posts 
seem to have been sawed almost through and left to break 
when weight came onto them!” 
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“That’s ridiculous!” exclaimed Fancey. “Who'd want 
to saw posts?” 

“I agree,” Roger backed her up. “You can’t tell for sure 
anyhow, Steven. Not at night.” 

“Wood does rot in the weather,” George offered. “Then, 
if some unexpected jolt comes, such as someone falling, 
itll break.” 

Timothy said nothing, but crossed the balcony, crouched 
and shone his lamp along the area that Steven was still 
examining. He looked closely at the breaks, and along the 
edge of the balcony floor, 

“No sawdust, at least none that’s visible,” he said, his 
voice clear and cold and hard. “You can’t saw wood with- 
out leaving sawdust. If anyone did do such a thing, they’ve 
swept up the evidence,” 

“You're giving me goose bumps!” Fancey protested. 
“Nobody’s crazy enough to—that railing would’ve come 
right down with Lila if— No, it just broke, it had te break! 
Lila’s always—it was an accident!” She turned her look 
on Lila. “Really, darling, you’ve got to be carefull You're 
really going to get—you'll need a doctor!” 

Lila looked searchingly at the girl. Was she honest in 
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what she said? Did she really believe that Lila had had 
another of her accidents, that the railing had broken be- 
cause Lila had stumbied into it? 

Fancey was very pale. She was trembling, looked as if 
she were about to swoon. Her lips were twitching, and 
she seemed to be trying to get them under control. She 
was blinking very hard, and her brown eyes definitely 
held tears. 

She can’t be that concerned about me, Lila thought, 
resisting the unworthiness of the thought, but unable to 
block it. Fancey could have arranged this accident, could 
even have sawed those posts, and now be frightened at 
what she’d done. That could be why she was about to 
swoon. 

Apparently Roger recognized Fancey’s state, for now 
he put an arm around her steadyingly. “Ease off,” he 
murmured, “no harm’s been done, It’s just a broken railing, 
easily mended.” 

Were those smooth words actually meant to reassure 
Fancey? Lila wondered suddenly. Or, were they to gloss 
over what had happened, to cover his own villainous 
tracks? 

Now George Damon added his reassurance to Roger’s. 
He went even further, including both Lila and her aunt, 
“Roger’s probably right,” he said. “None of you ladies 
need to ie concerned. It was an unfortunate thing, espe- 
cially coming when it did.” 

Was George in cahoots with Roger? Could it be that 
they plotted, eventually, to share the Castle estate? After 
they got rid of herself and of Timothy? 

Was Steven working with them? Did they plan a three- 
way division of land and wealth? 

Or, was it Timothy, working alone, determined to win 
what he would otherwise have inherited? 

Or, had Daisy or Patricia or Bawley sawed the posts, 
following orders from one of the others? Or, from an evil, 
plotting association of others? 

As she was puzzling this, Timothy and Steven came 
back in, Timothy closed and locked the door. 

‘TIl get Bawley to repair the damage tomorrow,” he 
said. “If the two of you”—he glanced coldly at Aunt 
Catherine, then at Lila—‘“will cooperate by net going out 
there in the meantime.” 
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“How do we know it'll be safe even after it’s fixed?” 
Aunt Catherine asked, “How do we know it won’t be 
meddled with again?” 

“We don’t know that it was sawed this time, Miss Bruce,” 
Timothy replied. 

“We couldn’t see very well,” Steven explained. “It’s dark, 
and the lamps cast shadows. One minute it looked like the 
wood had been sawed, the next minute it didn’t. Timothy’s 
tight ... there’s no reason to jump to conclusions.” 

“Oh, dear,” Fancey moaned, clinging to Roger. “I'd 
meant to retire early tonight, I really had, so much has 
been going on! But now, after all this excitement...” She 
swung her gold-flecked eyes appealingly from man to 
man. 

“Tll see you to your chamber,” Roger said gallantly. 
“Would you like to go right now?” 

“Oh, thank you!” cried the girl. “I really would! If the 
rest of you... forgive me, please?” 

With an inward start, Lila realized that it was her duty, 
as hostess, to make Fancey feel at ease. There was nothing 
she wanted to do less than play hostess, but courtesy de- 
manded it of her. 

“Of course,” she said. “And please ring for anything 
you need.” 

“Qh, thank you, darling!” Fancey gushed, her symptoms 
of a swoon vanishing. “I may just have a hot drink sent uj, 
and someone to light my fire! You're sure you don’t mind 
if I go... anybody?” Her swift glance settled on Timothy. 

He gave a brief ned. 

“Before we all part for the night,” Steven said, “and 
Roger and George go home, I have a suggestion. Tim- 
othy?” 

“Speak out,” Timothy said, and frowned. 

“It’s just that we keep the balcony business in the fam- 
ily, so to speak. There’s been so much attention on House 
of the Camel, what with two deaths, and now Giles’ fiancee, 
and what happened at the grave. Tongues are already going. 
And you know, Timothy, we all know, how Matthew hated 
gossip. There’s no need for people to know of the recent 
»-. er... escapades here, This balcony affair we should be 
able to clear up and explain, with nobody else—no outsider 
—the wiser.” 

“I agree,” Timothy said. He thrust his look =p iim al 
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at Roger and Damon, who seemed troubled, at Fancey, 
who nodded vigorously, at Lila and her aunt. 

“Whatever you and Lila want, Timothy,” Roger said, 
speaking slowly. “Though it’s my opinion that the question 
of how and why the railing broke at all must be solved.” 

“That’s my feeling,” George said. 

“Til deal with it,” Timothy told them. 

Lila’s eyes, out of control, flew from face to face. Would 
any of them—Fancey, George, Roger, Steven, Timothy— 
actually try to kill her? Or order someone else-—Daisy, 
Patricia, Bawley—to arrange her death? 

She watched them go, murmured in response to their 
goodnighis. 

Later, with all doors locked, Lila and her aunt climbed 
into the older woman’s bed and lay side by side for com- 
fort, for the feeling of safety they could give each other. 
Murmuring, they discussed what had happened, agreed 
that it wasn’t likely the railing had broken by accident. 

“The other things were meant to frighten you away, 
except for someone pushing you in front of the camels,” 
Aunt Catherine said. “This, tonight, was meant to get rid 
of you for good. A person doesn’t fall from the second 
story—such a tall second story, anyhow—and live. You 
were meant to die, darling.” 

Lila’s heart seemed to swell within her. It jolted, then 
pumped blood through her veins in great, hurting throbs. 

Why had Timothy and Steven been so quick to minimize 
the possibility that the posts had been sawed? Why had 
Steven prevailed upon the others to keep quiet about it; 
what was his real reason? Why did Timothy instantly agree 
to everything Steven said? Were they the ones in a plot 
against her—the deposed heir and the deposed family at- 
torney? 
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Lila woke and dressed before daylight. She moved 
quietly, careful not tc wake her aunt. When she was ready, 
she slipped the tiny dagger, which wasn’t more than six 
inches long, into her slitted dress pocket, blew out the 
lamp, and waited for daybreak. 

The sky was pearly gray as she reached the camel lot, 
where she found Bawley putting out feed for the beasts, 
a roughly dressed man helping. When they had finished 
and the beasts, scattered in every corner of the lot, were 
eating, Bawley came over to the fence, 

“You wanted something, Miss?” he asked. He was scowl- 
ing, whether anxiously or in displeasure she couldn't 
tell. 

Not that it mattered, she thought sternly. 

Not even if Bawley had been the one who tried to kill 
her last night. She hadn’t asked for the estate or wanted 
it, but she was now mistress, and nobody was going to 
frighten her away or succeed in killing her. 

Since she was mistress, she had to act like the mistress, 
Because the camels had frightened her, she was going to 
accustom herself to them and let them get used to her. 
Also, since she was now owner of a camel carafe al 
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was going to learn to manage it so it would show a profit. 
And, though Timothy actually ran the business end of the 
caravan, she preferred to talk first to Bawley, who worked 
directly with the camels, Besides, she’d almost have to 
learn from Bawley, because Timothy wouldn’t teach her 
anything. 

So she replied crisply to Bawley’s surly question. “Yes,” 
she said, “I do want something. I want to learn about the 
camels and the caravan trade. As. well as I can figure, the 
caravan represents the steadiest money income for the 
ranche... am I right or wrong?” 

Bawley’ s scowl deepened, “Right,” he growled, the growl 
hinting at his opinion of a girl who asked such non-fem- 
inine questions, 

“Where does the caravan go on the next scheduled 
trip?” she asked. 

“To Los Angeles, then north to Frisco, then back here,” 
he told her with obvious reluctance. 

“When does the caravan leave?” 

“Day ot two, Soon’s we get our load.” 

“What are you carrying?” 

“Grain, Leather goods.” 

“How many camels will be in the caravan?” 

“Twenty... all of ’em.” 

“How do you load a camel?” 

“Well... depends. There’s two ways.” 

“Will you show me, please?” 

“You mean load up some camels ... now?” He looked 
as though he didn’t believe what he’d heard. 

“Two camels, please,” she replied. “One each way. “I 
can do a better job of learning how to run the caravan 
if I understand every step.” 

The feeding and grooming of the beasts she’d leave to 
Bawley and his hands, at least for the moment. But the 
loading, the choice of a route, the physical aspects of the 
transportation of goods by caravan, she must know ‘thor- 
oughly. If Bawley and Timothy chose to think she was 
foolish, there was nothing she could do at the moment to 
prove otherwise. And the fact remained that she would be 
forced to run the caravan after Timothy left for the army. 

She waited while Bawley turned back into the lot, growl- 
ing something that brought his helper on the run. To- 
gether, they singled out two of the camels and put a rope 
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on the neck strap each animal wore. Both the beasts, 
pulled away from eating, snorted in that wide-mouthed 
fashion and she could see the spray hit the faces of the 
men, 

Camel drivers, she thought, that’s what they’re called 
in a caravan. She supposed Bawley wasn’t really a camel 
driver, but had taken on that chore after Matthew Castle 
had bought his camels. 

Bawley and the driver tied the two camels to the fence 
not far from Lila and disappeared into the stable. The 
‘camels shifted restlessly and rolled their eyes at- her. 
She eyed them warily, resisting the impulse to move farther 
away. Then, because she knew they couldn’t reach her, 
knowing that even if they could, she wouldn’t give them 
that much sign she was afraid, she stayed where she was. 
From now on, with both camels and people, she was going 
to show no wariness, 

She was still standing her ground, though the camels 
hadn’t ceased their restless movements, when the men re- 
appeared. Each was bent beneath a heavy sackcloth bag 
of grain on his shoulders. 

They dropped the bags to the ground while they were 
out of reach of the camels and stoutly tied them together, 
using the cord that puckered the bags shut. They then 
hoisted the bags and hung them across the back of one 
of the beasts so that one bag hung down on each side of 
the animal. 

“There you are,” Bawley said, turning to Lila. 

“That’s all there is to it?” 

“That’s all.” He motioned to the driver. “Get that one 
pack of leather,” he ordered. 

While the fellow. was gone, Bawley adjusted the heavy 
bags they’d just loaded. The camel shifted its feet, switched 
its tail. 

Presently the driver came half-staggering from the stable, 
a tremendous, sacking-wrapped pack on his shoulders. 
He walked bent half over. Bawley hurried him, and to- 
gether they got the pack onto the second camel. He then 
produced a long, wide leather strap and, working quickly, 
the driver helping, they passed this over the pack, brought 
it around under the camel’s body, and fastened it. The 
pack made the camel look as though its humps had 7a 
grotesquely, and from the way it moved its faa a 
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trying to accustom itself to the bulk and weight of the 
pack, Lila thought the burden must be heavy. 

“One or two more packs like that go on one camel,” Baw- 
ley said now. “A good camel carries up to a thousand 
pounds. I don’t see no sense to loading that much on 
now ... this gives the idea.” 

“The pack will stay on, with just the strap?” Lila 
asked wonderingly. 

“Sure it will. No better way than a strap over the pack 
and down under the belly.” 

“What's in the pack?” 

“Leather goods in this one. We've got some packs this 
trip of Indian work—fringe, beads, leather. Folks want 
it, for some reason. But most of our load ¢his trip, like 
always, will be grain.” 

“How are the camels managed on the caravan? Is there 
a driver for each one?” 

“Here’s how we do it,” Bawley explained, plainly bored. 
He untied one camel’s halter rope from the fence, did 
the same with the second camel. Then he ran the end of 
the first rope through an iron ring on the halter of the 
second beast. He swung a look at Lila. “Get the idea?” 

She nodded. 

“After all twenty camels are roped together,” Bawley 
continued, “I ride the lead camel—got a little camel saddle 
like they use in Egypt, and the brutes are used to—you 
want that lugged out?” 

“No,” Lila replied. “I can see the saddle later.” 

“Well, that’s how we travel, single file, the camels roped 
together, me on the lead beast and a couple drivers along- 
side afoot. That’s all it takes. We got it all under control.” 

“Thank you, Bawley,” Lila said. “I’ve seen enough for 
one time. You’ve been very helpful.” 

He grunted something. She didn’t catch the words and 
couldn’t decide, from the tone, whether they were friendly 
or unfriendly. 

She returned to the house to find her aunt and Timothy 
and Steven just gathering for breakfast. Daisy and Patricia 
were moving between the dining table and the kitchen, 
Patricia lingering her dark eyes on Timothy and once, 
catching his eyes, giving him a slow smile. He returned 
the smile briefly, then turned to hold Aunt Catherine’s 
chair. 
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“I wondered where you were, Lila,” she said. 

“I’ve been down at the camel stable, learning something 
about the caravan,” Lila replied and slipped into her own 
place, Steven holding her chair. 

“I guess Fancey’s sleeping late,” he said. “She usually 
does.” 

The young attorney kept up a flow of conversation 
throughout the meal. He spoke of crops and cattle and 
the practice of law, once assuring Lila that, as soon as 
he could wind up certain legalities still his responsibility, 
he’d move out of House of the Camel. 

“Unless you prefer that I go immediately,” he added. 

“There’s no big hurry,” Lila told him. “I don’t mean to 
»-. disrupt everything completely.” 

“You disrupt nothing, Lila,” Steven told her gently 
and smiled, his eyes warm on hers. 

She found herself smiling back at him, felt her cheeks 
glow. She realized she was brazen, that she was bride- 
widow, but even this didn’t temper her response, 

Timothy said nothing. His manner indicated that noth- 
ing existed for him except the food on his plate. And 
his second cup of coffee, which, Lila noted, he drank 
black. 

You'd never know, to see him downing that hot brew, 
that he’d ever been anything but sober and silent. You'd 
never dream that he’d grab a girl, a stranger, and do the 
things he’d done to her. In fact, he behaved as though he'd 
forgotten the incident. He’d smiled only for the blatantly 
seductive Patricia. 

If he knew her thoughts, she realized, he’d say she was 
jealous. Others might think so too, but she knew better. 
She was the one he’d manhandled, who had knowledge 
of his true nature, 

She became aware that Steven was saying something 
to her, and gave him her attention. “... just a moment 
in the library, if you'll be so kind,” was all she heard. 

She glanced at her aunt, who nodded. 

Then she almost flew out of her chair, she was so glad 
to get out of this room, away from the stony Timothy. 
And away from the housekeeper and her daughter, con- 
tinually in and out, the girl with her swaying walk, her 
smile. 

Steven came to Lila, escorted her to the library. His 
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hand lay under her arm, holding it with gentlemanly 
Tespect. 

.He seated her in an armchair, drew another up, and 
sat near her. “I may be able to work out a solution of 
your problems, Lila,” he said gently. “Believe me, I'm 
aware that you are far from ease in this house.” 

She gazed at him, waited. 

He smiled, but soberly and very briefly. 

“It’s that I may be able to persuade Timothy to buy 
you out,” he said. “This would give you a great deal more 
cash money than you'll have if you keep all the Castle 
land. It would enable you to forget about running the cara- 
van, about running the rancho, everything.” 

“Why do you think you could persuade him to buy?” 
Lila asked. “Has it been discussed?” 

“Not exactly. It’s been mentioned, But you see, I know 
how Timothy’s mind runs ...1 grew up with the Castle 
boys ... don’t forget that. All Castles place preat em- 
phasis on the importance of land, endless miles of land. It’s 
born in them and then it’s bred in them. I know that 
Timothy will go to great lengths to keep Castle land in 
the Castle name.” 

Even to the point of murder? Lila thought. 

“Don’t you see, Lila?” Steven pressed. “It would solve 
everything if Timothy buys you out.” He smiled, again 
briefly. “To say nothing of how it would please Daisy 
Swann, and that daughter of hers, who’s been trying to 
hook one of the Castle men.” é 

“If Timothy feels about land as you. say,” Lila asked, 
“why should he have to be persuaded to buy? Why should 
he have to be talked into it?” 

“For one thing, it’s not beyond him to just wait for you 
to fail in running things,” Steven replied. “In which event, 
he might buy you out for next to nothing. For another, 
the cash monies bequeathed to Timothy and the rest of 
us by both Matthew and Giles are tied up. And the fact 
that there are two wills so close together further compli- 
cates matters. There’s a great deal for Mr. Johnstone and 
myself to straighten out and settle. Which means it will 
be some time before anybody collects anything from either 
will. This creates a situation—I must warn you of this— 
that you’d have to wait for payment. Timothy’s too bull- 
headed—he’s like old Matthew there—to stay here where 
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he belongs and swing a loan with the land as collateral. 
He’s hell-bent to go to war, and the banks here won’t take 
his promised inheritance as collateral. And you, of course, 
would have to leave House of the Camel if Timothy bought, 
whether you're willing to wait for your money or not.” 

“Why would I have to leave?” Lila demanded, instantly 
angry at such unreasonableness. 

There was a light rap at the library door. It opened 
simultaneously. 

Fancey, delectable in white wool, every gold-touched 
hair in place, stood there, her golden-brown eyes warm 
and seeking. Lila thought she’d never seen a girl lovelier 
or more feminine and appealing. 

“['m looking for Timothy,” Fancey said, and smiled. 
“T’ve looked in the dining room, and all over. Where in 
the world is that spoiled, handsome man?” 

Suddenly, the girl’s manner, the intimate, half-spoiled 
tone in which she asked for Timothy, gave Lila the answer 
to the question she’d just asked Steven. 

The reason Timothy would want her, Lila, to move 
straight out of House of the Camel should he buy it, was 
that he’d want to instail a bride. 

He probably had every intention of marrying Fancey 
Abbott, 
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“Fimothy’s already had breakfast,” Steven told Fancey. 
He jumped up, seated her on the couch, all smiles and 
warmth. “He’s probably out back giving orders to have 
that balcony repaired. More than likely after that he'll 
go down te the camels and look them: over, then check 
on how the grain and leather goods are coming in. They’re 
sending out a caravan as soon as they get their load.” 

The manner in which Steven regarded Fancey, the way 
he spoke to her, seemed to point up the likelihood that 
Timothy had, during mention of buying Lila out, indicated 
he might make this girl his bride. And it appeared that 
Steven, lifelong friend, was in favor of the match. 

For Steven to possibly approve upset Lila and irritated 
her. Why should I let it? she wondered crossiy. It makes 
ho difference to me if Steven thinks they should marry. 
It isn’t as if he’s the one who is going to marry her. 

It was then that she realized, feeling ever crosser, that 
anyone would think she was jealous of both Timothy 
and Steven, Or, that she was a dog in the manger. 

“Tl go hunt up Timothy for you,” Steven told Fancey, 
standing abruptly. “If you’ll wait here?’ When the girl 
nodded, he turned to Lila. “You'll think over what I’ve 
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said?” he asked. “I may speak to you at greater length 
after you’ve considered?” 

Before she could refuse or agree, he was gone. 

“Do you mind, Lila?” Fancey asked high-handedly, yet 
managing to wrap her words in soft femininity. “I'd like 
to be alone with Timothy.” 

“Of course,” Lila agreed. “I have things to do upstairs,” 
she continued truthfully, thinking of the sewing ahead. 
And she had something else to do. She wanted to take 
a look at that balcony railing before it was repaired. 

She met her aunt in the hallway. The older woman was 
headed for the back parlor. 

“I'm going to sew the new bodice in there that I cut 
before breakfast,” Aunt Catherine told her. “The more 
J sit in there, the more possibilities I see for it.” 

Lila hugged her aunt warmly, opened the parlor door 
for her, closed it. 

Why? she wondered, as she hastened up the stairs, why 
did Fancey want to be alone with Timothy? To get him 
to propose ... to plot with him to acquire the Castle lands 
either through purchase ... or other, underhanded means? 

She burst into her bedchamber, angry and upset. 

And there, halfway between the table in the middle 
of the room and the balcony door, was Timothy Castle. 
He had halted in midstride and now he turned, his face 
rigid. 


143 


27 


At first Lila couldn’t breathe, much less speak or think. 
Her heart began to knock, and she wondered what he 
migay do this time, with that look on him, alone with her 
in her bedchamber. 

He didn’t apologize for being here, but began to speak 
in an angry tone. “I’ve come,” he informed her, “to take 
a look at that railing in the light of day. As I said I 
would.” 

Lila watched his stern face. He saw her watching and 
his mouth went angry, then thoughtful and at last, had she 
not seen disapproval and anger on him so often, almost 
to what she might have thought was concern. But the 
trace of friendliness was quickly gone and he was the 
usual cold Timothy Castle. 

“Have you looked at the railing?” he demanded. 

So. He was in one of his arrogant moods, one of his 
Matthew Castle bullheaded moods, Even with half the 
room between them, his hair burned brighter, he looked 
harder and fiercer than he had a second ago. 

Her knocking heart began to quiet. She watched him 
keenly. But he gave no sign of intention to manhandle 
her again. And she would keep out of his reach. She'd 
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give him no chance to maul her, with his intended bride 
downstairs waiting for him this minute, or to push her 
off the balcony, if that was what he had in mind. 

It might be he had sneaked up here to remove any 
trace of sawdust, and she had caught him, It might be 
he’d intended to cover his tracks that way, to make Steven 
out a liar or a fool for saying the balcony posts had been 
sawed. 

“Shall we look at the railing together?’ he demanded. 
“Or do you prefer that I do it alone?” 

“Do what you came to do,” she said icily. 

He strode to the door, threw it open, stepped onto the 
balcony. Lila went flying across the room, stopping at 
the door where she could both watch and stay out of 
Timothy’s reach should he suddenly turn on her. 

He was already crouched at the broken railing. She 
watched as he ran one finger along the outer side of 
first one snapped post and then another until he had dealt 
with the three of them. Then he examined the railing at the 
spot where it had torn away, one portion of it angling into 
space, 

Still crouched, he examined his fingers. Then he turned 
and looked at her. “Sawdust,” he said, “Just a little that 
was missed in the cleanup. The posts were sawed, from 
the outside, nearly all the way through at the top, but not 
so far at the bottom. Which is probably why the whole 
business didn’t come crashing down when you did. Also, 
the wood shows raw and new. This was deliberate.” He 
stood, dusting his hands together, faced her. “Have you 
any idea as to how, or when, this could have been done?” 

Lila’s impulse was to ask him to leave, to inform him. that 
she didn’t have to undergo an inquisition at his hands, But 
she couldn’t order him to leave, because she was trembling, 
and she couldn’t stop it. 

Somebody really had tried to kiil her, had sawed those 
posts and that rail for the express purpose of sending her to 
her death. Or, worse still, Aunt Catherine might have been 
the one to die. This set her to trembling worse. Now every- 
thing came tumbling out, and she couldn't stop that any 
more than she could stop the trembling. 

She told him the very things she’d made up her mind 
she'd never tell him, because he’d get angry and not believe 
them. ] 
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She started with the note she’d found in the coffin, about 
which, until now, only she and Aunt Catherine had known. 
And the person who wrote it. She went on with how she'd 
been pushed into the grave, about which he knew, but 
which he believed had been her own clumsiness. She con- 
tinued with her being locked in the stable and being pushed 
into the path of the camel, the first of which he thought 
a product of her imagination, the second of clumsiness. 

She described how her dresses had been slashed, showed 
them to him, told him how her aunt had tried to get her 
to leave House of the Camel. She ended with an account 
of the scorpion she’d found in her bed, which also he didn’t 
know, how Aunt Catherine had killed it and she, Lila, had 
gone to the balcony to throw it far away, leaned against 
the railing, and it had broken. 

He stared at her in noncommittal coldness when she 
had finished. 

“That’s quite a list of things,” he said at last. 

Lila caught her breath, glared at him. Then, impulsively, 
she ran to her chest of drawers and got the note from the 
drawer in which she’d hidden it. 

When she turned to go rushing back, Timothy was inside 
the room. She stopped short. 

“You've found some proof!” she cried. “On the balcony! 
Here’s more proof, here’s the note I found in the coffin! 
Read that and see if you can deny that somebody around 
here wants to get rid of me!” 

He held out his hand and, at arm’s length, she dropped 
the note into it. Then she moved back an extra step to 
put more distance between them, 

He read the blocked words ata glance. 

“You see!” she cried. “Right from the first day, someone 
has been trying to get me out of House of the Camel, out 
of California!” She heard herself go on, speaking with pas- 
sion, so angry now she didn’t care whether what she said 
made him come at her or not. Things were too critical 
... too vitally dangerous ... for her to care what rage 
this fiery-haired man might go into. Besides, the rage could 
be to mask his own guilt. 

“I'd say, from this note,” he told her, “if you did legit- 
imately find it in the coffin and it really was written by 
someone unknown to you—that this, along with the other 
tangible evidence of the balcony—suggests that someone 
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is, indeed, trying to let you know that you’re not wanted 
here.” 

“Someone certainly is!” Lila cried. Then she looked him 
tight in the red-brown eyes, keeping her attention away 
from. that maddening blaze of hair, and threw at him the 
suspicion that was beating through her, “And you're the 
onel You're the very one who wants to get rid of mel” 
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She had never seen anyone as furious as Timothy now 
became. She wondered fieetingly if she’d roused the killer 
in him. Almost, she was afraid, and then her dander over- 
came any tinge of fear and she glared at him, eyes flashing. 

He was outraged at her suspecting him, accusing him. 
He told her he was outraged, enlarged upon it, and she 
couldn’t help believing him. 

“But,” he said at the end, holding on to that burning 
yet icy rage he'd shown throughout, “I’m going to find 
out who has been jeopardizing you!” 

It looked as though his fiery hair was really blazing the 
way a fire blazes as he turned back across the sunlit bal- 
cony to the damaged portion, he was so furious. He ex- 
amined the broken part again and nodded to himself. His 
mouth was a slash across his face, and his eyes swept over 
the gap through which she had fallen. 

Then they raked over Lila. “As to your accusation,” he 
said, still with that burning, icy rage, “it’s too ridiculous 
to be denied! Even so, I tell you definitely ‘no.’ Really, my 
dear Missouri lass, if I wanted to get you out of House 
of the Camel, don’t you realize that I should use the law, 
use the knowledge that Steven has at his fingertips, and 
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not terrorize with scorpions that poison but do not kill... 
or murder?” 

“But you couldn’t get me out by law! Giles left every- 
thing to me legally, by will! Surely Mr. Johnstone is a 
good attorney!” 

“The best. But then, so is Steven. It shouldn’t be impos- 
sible to prove, in court, that my brother wasn’t in full pos- 
session of his faculties at the time he made that will, 
Miss Bruce, He was ill, fevered, dying ... how could he 
appreciate what he was doing? In other words, the will 
could be contested.” 

“Could you ... win in such a manner?” she asked, 
troubled that such things might be brought up in a court 
of law, that Giles, who couldn’t defend himself now, 
should be proved incompetent. Giles, whose mind had 
been sharp and. sparkling, who had wanted her to have his 
estate, who had assuredly known what he was doing! 

“Given proper witnesses, yes,” Timothy replied. 

“How would you get such witnesses? Unless you are 
in conspiracy with someone else, even more than one 
person, and to prove such a thing, you’d all have to bear 
false witness, to the benefit of you all!” 

“Have you. gone out of your senses over this?” Timothy 
demanded. “Conspiracy with whom, and how would we 
‘all’ benefit?” 

“How do I know you haven’t convinced someone .., 
Roger, maybe, since he’s a Castle, that I’m an adventuress? 
And that the two of you want to get rid of me, thinking 
the courts will then pass the heritage on to you because 
you're both next in line? How do I know that the people 
you hire—Daisy and Bawley-—wouldn’t get on the stand 
and say that Giles didn’t know what he was doing when 
he made that will? And then you’d pay them off either 
in money, or—” She remembered about Fancey in time 
to avoid mentioning Patricia and her mooning after him. 
“Well, if that's what you’re up to, you might as well quit!” 
she cried. “Because I’m on the watch now!” 

“Timothy,” a voice called from the hallway. “Are you 
in there? Fancey’s been looking for you, and so have I!” 

Still speaking, Steven came through the hall doorway, 
turned and handed Fancey through. Both were smiling, 
but when they had crossed to the balcony and saw that 
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Timothy, who was again fingering the sawed-through posts, 
was frowning they went sober. 

“Well,” Steven asked, going onto the balcony. “What 
did you find out, Timothy?” 

“That what you thought last night is correct,” Fimothy 
replied. “Somebody did use a saw out here. And recently. 
You can see for yourself ... the wood shows raw and 
new.” 

“The idea!” gasped Fancey. She stood frozen, staring 
onto the balcony with a wide-eyed expression of disbelief. 

Steven began to examine all the broken parts. He ran 
his fingers along the smoothly sawed sections as Timothy 
had done, frowning and shaking his head as he moved 
from one broken post to another. 

Timothy stood scowling, watching Steven, himself nod- 
ding occasionally. 

Lila suddenly felt quite foolish. Study these three as 
she would, there was nothing to be seen—or felt—from 
them but shock and concern. She had to stop accusing 
everybody she saw. There was no one suspect as yet, and 
she might warn the guilty one by making premature ac- 
cusations, Even so, she continued studying the men, con- 
tinued to watch Fancey’s face for any betraying change 
of expression, and there was nothing. 

She did recognize anew how lovely and feminine 
Fancey was as she gazed out at the men. Her cheeks were 
pale, and whenever she could, she looked gentle and anx- 
iously into Timothy’s eyes, and was the image of con- 
cerned, dependent womanhood. Ali her flirtatiousness, 
all the light, gay chatter she usually indulged in, were 
so utterly absent that Lila wondered if possibly this, 
the concerned woman, looking to man for assurance, 
weren't the real Fancey. 

Timothy, however, gave no sign of being aware of 
Fancey’s tender looks or of her dependence. He was watch- 
ing Steven and now, as the young attorney got to his feet, 
he entered into a brief account of everything that had taken 
place at House of the Camel since Lila’s arrival. He pointed 
out the only possible motive behind all the incidents—to 
get Lila to leave. 

She saw the hot anger take Steven. “Incredible!” he ex- 
claimed. “Not to be tolerated for either you or your aunt, 
Lila!” 
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“Miss Catherine Bruce wanted her niece to leave here,” 
Timothy said. 

“Not for a minute!” Steven said. “Lila, you belong here, 
both through Giles sending for you to be his bride and 
through his will. You can’t let yourself be influenced and 
frightened away by these ... acts! Roger’ll be furious 
when he hears the true story, arid I can just see how George 

“They're not to be told,” Lila said firmly. “It’s too... 
well, picayune. The whole trouble centers about me, I'm 
the one this mystery person is ... bothering. You’ve been 
put out, all of you, quite enough by my being here, along 
with my aunt. I can’t have you fighting my enemy as 
we. At 

Steven frowned thoughtfully at Timothy, who frowned 
thoughtfully back. “If you say so, Lila,” he conceded. “If 
you'll promise to tell Timothy and myself the moment 
anything even looks suspicious.” 

“Or me,” Fancey put in. “You can tell me if you can’t 
reach one of them, and Pll carry the message. I can even 
stay on until the whole thing is cleared up.” 

“Lila suspects that I may be her villain,” Timothy 
said evenly, his look close on Steven. 

The remark plainly shook Steven, for he stared. Fancey 
gasped, fingers to her lips. Timothy was watching the young 
attorney sharply, watching Fancey. 

But they’re not watching Timothy, Lila thought, with 
a flash of apprehension, Could Timothy, as culprit, pretend 
to watch the others, pretend to be on her side? Could 
Steven be pretending? And what of Fancey, who only a 
moment ago, she’d thought, was honestly shocked? 

“Why Lila!” Fancey cried now. “Goodness gracious! 
How could you ever feel that way about Timothy? And 
I do hope that you don’t think I'd ... dear me! I wouldn’t 
know how to work a saw, for one thing—it’d absolutely 
blister my hands! And we've all been downstairs practically 
the whole time . . . Roger and George, too... Steven’ll 
back me up on that!” 

Steven nodded. 

It was in this situation that Lila made her final and 
definite decision. Nothing was going to make her leave 
here, not the hating, overbearing house itself or any of 
the people in it, But her greatest decision “im om far- 
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reaching she had to force herself to acknowledge it, 
though acknowledge it she did. 

She would trust no one at House of the Camel. She 
would trust no one who came to House of the Camel 
for any purpose whatsoever. 

Only Aunt Catherine would she trust. 

Lila, too, could pretend. She would pretend to ac- 
cept help from those who offered to help . . . or pre- 
tended to help. But she’d watch those people, and she’d 
watch that help. 

She’d watch the servants—the housekeeper and her 
daughter; she’d watch Bawley and the camel drivers, 
every person who set foot on the place, Roger and 
George and Attorney Johnstone included. And at some 
spot, some moment, she’d get a hint, a fleet, betraying 
glance, some flaw in what somebody did or did not do, 
said or did not say, and from that, somehow, she would 
find truth. ‘ 

“Lila?” Timothy asked now. “What is it?” 

So he’d noted, whatever his reason—concern or defense 
—the determination in her. 

“I'm going to stay here,’ she. replied, swinging her 
look to include them all. “Giles made me his heir in 
good faith, So, even as I accepted his marriage proposal, I 
accept what he bequeathed me. At least for the present.” 

A sudden movement from Fancey drew her attention. 

The girl’s eyes stabbed at her. They were mere, 
sparkling slits. If they'd been daggers, like the miniature 
weapon in Lila’s dress pocket, she realized, she would 
now be lying dead on the floor. 
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Timothy frowned at Lila, Though she knew she shouldn’t 
have spoken so bluntly, she felt cross at him for dis- 
approving. But why should I feel cross? she wondered. He’s 
done everything in his power from the very first to show 
me he'll never be on my side, no matter what I do. 

“Certainly,” he told her, “all of us want to ‘get to the 
bottom of the things that have been happening here. If 
you'd told me sooner that some of these things were 
taking place, an investigation would have begun imme- 
diately. I’m telling you now, and will make it clear to 
all, that any ‘accidents’ are to cease.” 

“Timothy,” Fancey said, her tone as nearly deter- 
mined as she’d permit it to be in his presence, “all these 
things . .. they’re as much a shock to me as to Lila!” 

“That's right,” Steven said quietly. “Fancey is beyond 
suspicion, I personally saw where she was standing when 
Lila tripped . . . or was pushed . . . into the path of the 
camels, and she wasn’t near Lila. And right after the fall 
from the balcony last night .. . Fancey was so pale I 
thought she might swoon, You should know all this as 
well as I do, Timothy. The four of us grew up togetim-— 
you and Giles and Fancey and me. Roger, iis weuil 
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George. You should know that people who have been 
lifelong friends are the least apt to go in for knavery.” 

“I know one fact,” Timothy responded. “One never 
knows what any person will do until it happens. Friends 
can do as much evil as enemies. It happens, and often. 
In this case, there is one fact that can’t be overlooked. 
In each thing that has happened to Lila, there is the pos- 
sibility of error or happenstance, except for three—the 
note in Giles’ coffin, the dresses, which were slashed, and 
this one.” He gestured toward the balcony. 

In the silence that followed, Lila watched the suddenly 
impassive faces of Fancey and Steven, watched Timothy. 
It was wasted effort. She discovered nothing. 

“But Timothy,” Fancey said at last, “surely you don’t 
mean that!” 

“Mean what?” he asked, not frowning, not at her. 

‘What you inferred,” the girl said, almost helplessly. 
“Oh, dear! I don’t even want to say it!” 

“You've started,” Steven encouraged. “You may as 
well finish.” 

“Well, you said, Timothy, that only three of the things 
were definitely not accidents,” Fancey continued, “The 
note, the dresses, and the balcony. Yet, two of the things 
were done right there, one of them inside this chamber, 
the other one just outside it, and nobody’s been in it but 
... oh, dear!” She swung her glance, brimming contrition, 
to Lila. “I’m not accusing you of ruining your own dresses, 
it’s just that it was inferred in what Timothy—I’m sorry,” 
she rushed on contritely, “I don’t mean to confuse things, 
I really don’t!” 

“I intended no such inference,” Timothy said calmly. 
“Obviously, Lila would have been a foolish girl to let herself 
fall off the balcony deliberately. So that unlikely supposition 
iS oO ” 

He turned his attention full on Lila. “I have to give you 
some advice,” he continued, “whether you like it or not. 
And you’ve got to follow it. It’s really quite simple and 
thoroughly sensible.” 

“Go on, give your advice,” she said crossly, miserably 
aware of how filled she was with suspicion and awareness 
of danger. 

“Don’t go from one part of the house to another alone,” 
he said, “and don’t roam the grounds by yourself. And 
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don’t move about with just one other person, except for 
your aunt. Make sure you're with at least two others at 
all times, if she isn’t with you.” 

“Are you excepting yourself?” she demanded. 

“Not at all. Because you don’t trust mé, Just don’t put 
your trust in anyone else, either. I believe Steven and 
Fancey will agree. Also, keep. away from the kitchen and 
the stables and camels at all times.” 

She stared at him, He seemed to mean every word. He 
seemed to be sincere. Yet... 

She glanced at Steven, at Fancey. Both nodded agreement 
with Timothy. 

She avoided making a definite promise. “I won’t forget 
what you said,” she told Timothy. 

He seemed about to speak, and she waited. But then 
his look went more stern. “No,” he said. “Itil be safer 
for you to know nothing.” 

“Whatever it is, tell me!” she cried. 

“Just keep yourself safe. I'l! do the rest.” 

His looked moved to Steven, to Fancey, back to her, 
cold and compelling. 

The displaced heir would do the rest. No difference 
that he might be her enemy, her disappointed murderer. 
An inner trembling began in her, swiftly grew visible. It 
was only with an effort that she got it under control. 

Actually, it was Steven’s arm coming around her that 
accomplished it. One instant he’d been. at the balcony door, 
the next he was holding her. Only then did she realize 
how much she needed someone to be on her side, if 
only for a moment, for the length of a friendly gesture. 

“Lila,” he said, his tone quiet and warmer than she 
had yet heard it, “I have a thing to say. No... wait. 
Let me finish. This is not something a man normally 
tells a girl in the presence of others, but, as has been 
pointed out, the three of us are lifelong friends—Timothy 
and Fancey and myself. Will you grant me the privilege 
T ask?” 

In this moment, with an ally so warm and considerate, 
Lifa felt she would grant anything. So, looking up into 
Steven’s clouded, anxious blue eyes, she gave him the 
answer he sought. 

“Go ahead, Steven,” she whispered, bewildered, wonder- 
ing what could possibly be so important to him. 
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“Tve ... fallen in love with you, Lila,” he said. “It hap- 
pened the moment I saw you. I had no intention of speak- 
ing so soon, due to your bereavement, and recognizing your 
sensitivity. I hoped first to become your friend, and later 
win your love. But now, with you in danger, I'm asking 
you, if you find even friendliness toward me in your heart, 
that youll become my wife. Immediately, So that I may 
protect you.” 
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Silence took the room. It throbbed with surprise, shock, 
disapproval. 

Lila pulled in a deep breath, pushed it out, breathed 
again, Gradually, the sudden knocking of her heart les- 
sened. 

Her look had flown to Fancey, who had given a muted 
little cry. Fancey stared back, lips fallen apart. Lila looked 
at Timothy, who was stonier than she had ever seen him. 

She drew away from Steven, and he let her go. She gazed 
at him searchingly, her heart beginning to knock again, 
but not as wildly. 

“Tt is quick, Lila,” Steven said. “But it’s right. You'll 
learn how right it is after you are my wife.” 

She was speechless. That Steven, or any man, should 
speak so, and before others! That Timothy should hear, 
and Fancey! 

“But why?” she asked numbly. “I’ve been nothing but 
trouble!” 

“Because of your beauty, for one thing,” Steven told 
her. “That’s what I noticed first. But right on the heels 
of that, I became aware of your grace, your warmth, yam 
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purity. And your grief for Giles. Even that enhanced you 
in my sight.” 

She gazed unseeingly toward Timothy, her throat beating, 
beating. 

“You... discussed this with Steven?” she asked. 

“I discussed nothing with Steven other than the bare 
possibility that I might buy you out.” He was stony, 
cold. 

“T don’t understand. I thought ...” Her voice shook, 
and she fell silent, looking at Steven. | 

“First, I discuss business with you-——the possible sale,” 
he admitted. “Then I ask you to marry me. Of course, 
you're confused. No girl can appreciate, really, why a man 
chooses her above all others to be his wife. I can only 
tell you, Lila, that it is the dearest wish of my heart that 
you accept me.” 

Abruptly, Lila felt that everything was squeezing in 
on her—the house, her mysterious enemy, Steven with 
his astounding public proposal of marriage, Timothy 
standing there like an iceberg, Fancey looking as if she 
were about to squeal and clap her hands. 

She was beginning to tremble again. She was confused 
as she’d never been or thought it possible to be. She didn’t 
know, whether she could ever marry Steven or any man, 
much less immediately. It was too soon, much too scon 
after Giles’ death. She was attracted to Steven, but she’d 
been attracted to Roger Castle and even to George Damon, 
and look how she’d acted when Timothy manhandled her! 

Not meaning to, she glanced at Timothy. He gave her 
a hard look, then put the look on Steven. 

“How would this——union—protect Lila?” he asked. 

“Til be her husband. Be with her at all times.” 

“And no one will dare to harm her.” 

“Exactly.” 

Timothy’s mouth went into that slash. His hair seemed 
to get redder. 

“Then,” he said, “there’s only one thing to do. I’ve got 
to find out who is trying to harm Lila, even to kill her, 
and prove it. This has to come before marriage, Steven. 
Else you may find yourself without a bride.” 

Relief, then alarm, fled through Lila. Her heart lunged, 
She was aware that the others were staring at Timothy, 
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even we she was. He probed first one and then another 
with his cold eyes. 

It was then that his conceivable motive struck her. 
He could talk this way to protect himself if he were the 
guilty one. He could pretend to find her enemy, accuse, 
and somehow prove guilt, Then, all suspicion at rest, he 
could strike. 

She looked at Steven, and he was changed. He looked 
angry, as if he were upset over Timothy’s attitude. He 
looked as though he might be having the same thought 
about Timothy that she was having. 

Fancey was gazing at Timothy with admiration. But 
admiration could be fake, could be assumed to give the 
impression of innocence, surprise, and, above all, admira- 
tion. 

“If you know who's doing these things,” Lila heard her- 
self cry, “why don’t you tell us?” 

“I don’t know who it is, Lila,” he said, “or I would 
tell. I have an idea, but I’ve got to have proof. Which 
I can get, maybe within thirty-six hours. If you'll co- 
operate.” 

If you don’t warn the guilty one this way, Lila thought. 
If you don’t scare him... or her... off. Unhappily, she 
looked at Steven, who. said he loved her, at Fancey, who 
wanted Timothy, and therefore had no objection to Lila’s 
having Steven. She thought of the others—Roger, George, 
Daisy, Patricia, Bawley, the camel drivers, hands on the 
rancho—any one of whom might be the culprit. 

Steven put an end to silence and speculations. He hooked 
his fingers into a pocket and drew forth a small white 
box. 

He faced Lila, holding the box, Her eyes met the cloudy 
blue of his full-on. 

“I promise you,” he said, “for all to hear, that you'll 
never regret your decision if you become my wife. Our 
marriage can be now or it can be after the mystery is 
cleared away, whichever you prefer. Your aunt, of course, 
will live in our home, a part of our family, as though she 
is my own blood. I’H ask for your decision tomorrow.” 

She gazed endlessly into his eyes, her head back, throat 
arched until it was beginning to ache, This fervent declara- 
tion made her uneasy, and she didn’t want to respond. 

“I ask one thing,” Steven said. “That you wear this jell 
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you decide when and if it shail be.” He snapped open the 
box. 
Inside, on a bed of white satin, glittered a topaz ring 
set in delicate, yellow gold. When he would have taken 
the ring out, she shook her head. 

“J couldn't,” she whispered. “At least ... not yet.” 

“My—father—gave it to my mother. The measure of 
his love.” 


Again, she shook her head. 
It was then, blessedly, that Aunt Catherine came into 


the chamber. Lila hurried to her side, feeling that she 
had been rescued from all three of these people who, until 
two days ago, had been strangers. 
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*[d venture,” said Timothy, acknowledging the older 
woman’s arrival, “that you have some things to discuss 
with your aunt, Lila, We'll leave you alone together.” 
He gave Steven a commanding look and offered his arm 
to Fancey, who took it quickly. 

Before he stirred, Steven spoke to Aunt Catherine. 
“Your niece will inform you, ma’am,” he said, “that some 
mischief-maker sawed those balcony posts. When it was 
done we don’t know. But they didn’t just break.” 

“Bawley and I will repair it this morning,” Timothy 
said. 

And then they were gone, and Lila and her aunt were 
alone. 

“My!” Aunt Catherine exclaimed. “It’s worse to know 
for sure that somebody tried to—worse than when we 
just thought somebody sawed out there. Probably,” she 
continued, recapturing her normal firmness, “whoever did 
it put the scorpion in your bed and cut your dresses. They 
may even have figured that you’d do just what you did— 
kill the ugly critter and go running to throw it over im 
side of the balcony.” 

161 


SS —r——.——.——— — ~”— SF 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


“They couldn’t be sure I’d lean against the railing, Aunt 
Catherine.” 

‘Weil, they could be fairly sure you'd lean on it some- 
time,” declared her aunt. “I’m going to see to it myself 
when those repairs are made, test the whole railing.” 

“I don’t think it will be the balcony next time, if there 
is a next time.” 

“T suppose not. They'll do something else.” 

“Timothy thinks he can find out in a short time who’s 
behind it all,” Lila said. She proceeded to tell her aunt 
Timothy’s advice for her never to be alone with just one 
person with the exception of her aunt. And then, reluc- 
tantly, she told of Steven’s proposal, his explanation for 
making it at this time, and mentioned the ring she had not 
accepted. 

“What'd you tell Steven?” asked Aunt Catherine. 

“T told him nothing. He’s given me time to consider. 
He urges immediate marriage, so he can be with me at 
all times and protect me.” 

“Right in front of the other two!’ Aunt Catherine 
marveled. “What'd Timothy Castle say to it?” 

“He didn’t seem to be in favor,” 

“And what about you, darling? Are you considering 
the proposal?” 

“{ don’t know, Aunt Catherine,” Lila said miserably. 
“T don’t know how to feel about Steven, or how to assess 
my own mind. I even wonder if I’m even a lady to have 
let him say such things so soon. I wonder if I should take 
offense at his proposal. Or be grateful.” 

“Nonsense!” Aunt Catherine declared. “Steven’s looking 
at things the way they are, not at the way they might have 
been! Any time a man offers you his heart and his hand, 
along with his name, asks you to be his wife, his companion 
for the rest of his life, that’s an honor, darling. You know 
that. A girl can’t possibly get angry with a man because 
he offers her his all.” 

“T like Steven,” Lila said frankly, “because he’s warm 
and friendly. But for me to change overnight from loving 
Giles, and to feel affection for another man, no matter how 
little or how much, doesn’t seem ... decent.” 

“When people were first settling the West,” Aunt Cath- 
erine said crisply, “to this very day, for that matter, when 
a man loses his wife out there in the great stretches of 
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country, or a woman loses her husband, many’s the time 
the widower or the widow marries again the next month, 
even the next week. And no disrespect. They have to. The 
man has to have a woman to raise his younguns, the woman 
has to have a man to raise food for her children, It’s. need- 
ful.” 

“In my case it isn’t,” Lila reminded her aunt. 

“Even so, it’s similar, darling. Out of respect for this 
young man, seeing that you do like him, you owe him at 
least the fairness of thinking over his proposal seriously. 
Don’t say ‘no’ too fast. Hold in mind how important the 
right husband is to a girl, And Steven knows how to run 
the rancho and all the Castle business. But don’t say ‘yes,’ 
if, after searching yourself, you have an aversion to the 
man.” 

Now Lila’s. mind was really in a whirl. She said nothing. 
She didn’t know how to start to consider, to weigh. If 
it were Timothy Castle she were considering, there would 
be no difficulty. In fact, comparing his manhandling, his 
brutal kisses to Steven’s gentlemanliness, was enoug® in 
itself to send her flying into the arms of the more gentle, 
warm young attorney. 

Aunt Catherine recognized her confusion. 

“Throw the whole business out of your mind for now,” 
she said briskly. She started moving here and there, gather- 
ing more sewing materials. “Don’t let yourself give it a 
thought. Just jump into this work and sew, Between us, 
we'll salvage all the dresses we can, you'll have some made- 
overs that nobody’d ever know are made-overs, and I'll 
bet anything by the time we finish, you'll simply almost 
know what to do about Steven Perry!” 

Lila didn’t see how that could be, but she’d never known 
her aunt to make a mistake in serious matters. She began 
to collect her own sewing, searching out her silver thimble, 
the dagger in her pocket thumping gently against her upper 
limb as she moved about, a reminder of dangers past and 
future. 

Sternly, as she cut and then began to stitch, she forced 
out of mind Timothy Castle’s hateful face, Steven Perry’s 
warm and appealing one, and the faces of all the people 
she’d met at House of the Camel. As she did this, the great 
house itself seemed again to close over her, to press and 
smother, to chortle, silently and gloatingly, so that she 
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couldn’t forget what had happened to her within its wails 
and within its stable, which was an extension of itself; 
or the things that would yet—ah, yes, would happen, 
taunted the silent house. 

Impatient at such imaginings, she thrust them out of 
mind, too, and put all her attention on making even, tiny 
stitches. 

Timothy knocked after a time, and Lila opened the 
door to him and Bawley. Both of them were carrying 
tools and lumber. They went onto the balcony and, as 
Lila and her aunt continued with their dressmaking, in- 
stalled new posts and made the railing safe and secure. 

After they had departed, Lila had noon dinner brought 
up on trays, and she and Aunt Catherine laid aside their 
work only long enough to eat. They sewed all afternoon, 
eating supper from trays, sewed until bedtime and after, 
stopping only when the final stitch in the final dress had 
been taken, the thread fastened and cut. 

“There!” Aunt Catherine breathed. “You see! All your 
fussing about my health and my sewing was for nothing! 
It was good for me, good for both of us, took our minds 
to something pleasant, You realize, we didn’t say one word 
except about fashion—except when you fussed about 
whether I was getting too tired—the whole time?” 

Lila laughed softly, gave the older woman a brief hug. 
Sometimes Aunt Catherine was almost like a little girl, 
sort of crowing about how right she’d been about some 
small matter. She sobered suddenly. 

She still didn’t know what to do about Steven. 

She wouldn’t mull it over now, she thought firmly. 
She’d see what a night’s sleep would do to help her make 
that decision. 
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She never knew what roused her—whether it was the 
deep silence of the house and its surroundings, or a belated 
memory of sound, muted and secret noises, she’d heard 
in sleep. The encircling, pressing silence seemed to have 
gone endlessly on, pulsing in her sleep, beating with soft, 
relentless persistence until at last she staggered out of bed 
80 groggy she could scarcely move. 

That sound ... could it have been Aunt Catherine, 
taken suddenly ill, unable to call out? Still groggy, she 
hastened to her aunt’s bedchamber, in darkness made her 
way to the bed and reached out. 

Her hands came onto the smooth coolness of the bed 
sheet. She felt about, but the bed was empty. She found 
the pillow, found the top sheet where it had been tossed 
aside, 

“Aunt Catherine,” she called, and waited, She called 
again. “Aunt Catherine, where are you?” 

Silence was her reply, and that pulse in her ears, It mike 
a drumbeat pulse of the house, a threat, a triumph. She 
listened through it for any sound of her aunt. 

And then she seemed again to hear those sounds that 
had reached her in sleep, and the thought ripped throm 
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her, ravaging and terrifying. She’s gone! Aunt Catherine’s 
been taken away! 

Yet, even as she fumbled with matches and lamp, reason 
spoke through panic. Of course, she hasn't been dragged 
away bodily! she thought. How could she be, a grown 
woman, with me in the next room? 

She considered. The older woman might have padded 
through her chamber and gone onto the balcony. Of course. 
She couldn’t sleep, and went out to breathe the night 


air. 

Even so, Lila glanced first around her aunt’s chamber. 
She wasn’t sitting in the armchair, head back and asleep, 
as she’d been a few times in Kansas City. Her robe was 
draped on the chair where she’d left it, and her slippers 
were on the floor under the bed, which meant she couldn't 
have gone far. 

As Lila hurried across her own chamber, the lamplight 
reached every corner, and her aunt was not to be seen. 
Lila’s own robe and slippers lay as she had left them 
earlier. 

She sped to the balcony door. She was trembling as 
she opened it. The cold night air seemed to hit her body 
in one dark blow. She shone the lamp so she could see 
every inch of the balcony, including the new posts, and 
her aunt wasn’t there. 

Only when she found herself leaning over the railing, 
holding the lamp out in futile effort to see the ground, 
did Lila realize that she’d been taken by the wild fear 
that this time it was Aunt Catherine who had fallen. She 
began to tremble so hard she had to steady herself, thoughts 
flashing. 

Aunt Catherine wouldn’t have sat on the railing and 
lost her balance, because she didn’t do that sort of thing. 
Frank and outspoken she might be, but never did she do 
anything unseemly. She couldn’t be down there on the 
ground. She couldn’t have gone over the railing at all un- 
less someone— But she wouldn’t let herself think in such 
manner. 

Her mind kept returning to Aunt Catherine’s robe and 
slippers. Even if her aunt had heard some mysterious noise 
and had gone to investigate, she would have put on her 
tobe. Unless she thought someone was in pain or peril, 
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If that happened, Aunt Catherine would stop for nothing, 
but go rushing to the one in need. 

Had that sound that she herself had heard in the depths 
of sleep been the pleading cry of someone in pain? That 
must be the answer; she herself would investigate. Quickly 
she slipped into her robe and stepped into her slippers. 
Then, as she picked up the lamp again, she remembered 
the little dagger and dropped it into the slit-pocket of the 
robe. 

She unlocked the door to the hallway, and started for 
the stairs, her lamp throwing light and shadow. At her 
aunt’s chamber, she tried the door, and it was unlocked. 
She herself had locked it when they went to bed. 

Her heart leapt, began that knocking, 

But, of course, the door would be unlocked, she 
reasoned. If her aunt had run, robeless, to help someone, 
she wouldn’t stop to turn a key. 

She’s nearby, Lila assured herself, moving along the 
hallway, she’s got to be. But she wasn’t in this second-story 
hallway, or on the stairs, or in the first-story hallway as 
Lila hurried to the library, which was also deserted. She 
sped across the room and out the glass doors onto the 
grass. There, the pulse burning through her, Lila shone 
the lamp all around, and her aunt wasn’t lying broken on 
the ground, either. 

“Thank God!” she whispered, lips numb. “Oh, thank 
God!” 

Now she could make a methodical search, room by 
room, floor by floor. She’d find her aunt in some parlor 
or chamber. Ali she had to do was look. 

Even so, her heart continued to knock and she went 
as silently as did the shadows cast by her lamp. The only 
thing that gave her comfort was the feel of the little dag- 
ger moving against her as she moved. 

Aunt Catherine was nowhere on the ground floor— 
library, parlors, kitchen, dining room, music room. She 
stood outside the bedchamber off the kitchen. There was 
a faint snoring from within. Daisy, perhaps. Aunt Cath- 
erine wouldn’t be in there with a sleeping housckiagem 
and her sleeping daughter. 

She stood outside the two rooms that once had belonged 
to Matthew Castle and were now occupied by Timothy. 
There was complete silence within and no hint of light. 
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Swiftly she made her way back to the second story, 
took a quick look into her own chamber and the adjoin- 
ing one. Aunt Catherine hadn’t returned. Now, the breath 
seeming to stand still in her chest, she listened outside 
Steven’s door. Here again was no sound, no indication 
that Aunt Catherine might be within. There was no glim- 
met of light, nothing but darkness. 

The same situation prevailed outside the chamber oc- 
cupied by Fancey Abbott. The rooms on the other side 
of the hali—guest bed-sitting rooms, sewing room, Giles’ 
chamber, and Timothy’s old chamber—all were dark and 
deserted. 

She even climbed to the empty tower room at the top 
of the house. It, too, held only darkness. As she stood 
there, the room seemed to furnish itself with evil, with 
impregnable vileness. It seemed to be the very brain of 
the house, roiling with malevolence, and it seemed to be 
crouching to pounce on her, to obliterate her, as Aunt 
Catherine had been obliterated. 

She stepped back, pulled the door softly shut, She went 
down the spiraling stairs, descended noiselessly and more 
secretly than before, scarcely drawing a breath. 

The lamp cast a pool of light on the steps as she went, 
leaving the space beyond and behind inky-black. That 
crouching quality of the house squeezed in on her, 
l@yobbed along her veins. The house became a threat that 
pushed her faster, and she went down the last steps in a 
rush. 

Almost, at the foot of the steps, she turned back to go 
to Steven’s chamber. She could rap very softly at his 
door, could depend on him to be kind and helpful. But 
then she rejected the idea. Nor would she knock at 
Timothy’s door, definitely not. There was no need, yet, 
to rouse either Steven or Timothy, to risk stirring up the 
entire household only to find that Aunt Catherine was 
roving—though that was completely unlike her—about 
alone. 

Thus, now she went back to the library and through 
the glass door into the night once again. Here the silence 
quivered lightly with the sound of some night bird. The 
breeze moved, and Lila shivered. After she had gone away 
from the house a bit, she stopped, listening. 

Somewhere, surely not too far away, was her aunt, 
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Since she wasn’t anywhere in the house, she must be in 
the grounds for some reason ... perhaps, - unbelievably, 
walking in her sleep. Aunt Catherine, who had never done 
such a thing. But so. much had happened here, all of it 
unpleasant and frightening, her aunt wasn’t well and was 
tired from the trip and the sewing. Anything was possible. 

She went across the grass toward the stables, walking 
carefully, holding her lamp. A lantern was what she should 
have, but she didn’t know where the lanterns were kept, 
and she dared not risk the time to search them out. 

Halfway between the house and the. first stable, she 
stopped, listened. Nothing. 

“Aunt Catherine!” she called. She wouldn’t be heard 
from the house; she was too far away. 

The only answer was the cry of that night bird. 

She went on to the stable lot, peered intently around, 
shining her lamp. She kept calling her aunt’s name, but 
there was never a response. 

Failing all else, she hoped, Aunt Catherine might glimpse 
the light. Even if she were too far away to hear Lila call, 
she could spy a dot of yellow and come toward it and, 
hearing, be able to hear. 

Now she opened the gate to the lot, crossed to the 
double doors and unbarred them, She stepped inside, called 
again, called a second time. One of the horses got to its 
feet in its stall, tossed its head, and whickered. The rest 
of the horses were bedded down, their eyes glistening 
as she held the lamp to look into the stalls, 

There was no reason Aunt Catherine should be in either 
stable, but she had to look, had to be certain. She peered 
into the lean-to where the chickens were roosting. They 
made twirring sounds, some of them taking their heads 
from under their wings. A: big rooster turned one beady 
eye at the light. 

She even went up to the mow, carrying the lamp with 
the greatest care, calling. And her aunt wasn’t in the mow, 
either. 

If it hadn’t been for the danger of stumbling and drop- 
ping the lamp, she would have run the distance to the 
camel stable. As it was, she walked so fast that the dagger 
made a tattoo with every step. 

“Oh, dear God,” she prayed or thought or willed, “she’s 
got to be there, she’s got to be all right, got to come walk- 
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ing to meet me! There’s got to be a simple explana- 
tion .., it can’t be anything else!” 

Ahead, outside the camel stable, were lights. They must 
be lanterns. She walked faster, not daring to run, not even 
now. Aunt Catherine would be there! Somehow, for some 
reason, she'd come to the camel stable. 

Now she could make out two of the camels. She couldn’t 
see them clearly, only dimly by that light and at this dis- 
tance. Yet, even as she hurried on, she made out two men 
hoisting a double-bag load onte one of the humped beasts. 

That was it, then, she thought with a surge of relief. The 
caravan was getting ready to move out. It must be near 
morning, just before dawn, perhaps. Someone must have 
come to report that the caravan was leaving if they wanted 
to watch, and her aunt, not wanting to disturb Lila, had 
dressed and gone, That was why her robe and slippers 
were still in the chamber. Of course! Incredible though 
it was, Aunt Catherine had come to watch. 

Sobbing so that the lamp in her hand trembled, Lila 
hastened on. She had her lips parted to call as loudly as 
she could, when there was a crunching noise behind her. 

Even as she whirled, a great, crashing blow to her wrist 
dashed the lamp from her hand. ‘Then, so fast it was almost 
simultaneous with the blow, something rough and blinding 
was yanked over her head, and someone with great strength 
bore her to her knees. 

She choked as the burlap that enveloped her head was 
made fast around her neck. And then the blow smashed 
against her temple, and with her lips forming a soundless 
ery for her aunt, oblivion took her. 
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There was the sensation of being jostled. 

There was blackness. 

Nothing. 

She opened her eyes and couldn’t see, She put her hand 
to her face to feel if her eyelids were open, and they were. 

Her thoughts were entirely disconnected. She didn’t 
know where she was or why she was there, or why she 
couldn’t see. Time seemed to be suspended. She couldn’t 
decide whether she was asleep or not, and for a while she 
couldn’t remember who she was. 

She drifted away again, drifted back, She came abruptly 
into consciousness, knew she was awake, that she was Lila 
Bruce. 

But she still couldn’t see, 

She moved, trying to sit up, and discovered that she 
seemed to be suspended somewhere, that there was a con- 
stant, rocking jolt that prevented this. There was the hard 
and slippery feel of countless particles under her and around 
her, shifting along her face, her arms, her body, as if she 
were immersed in them. She moved her hands, and the 
particles fell away as water will do, and ber hands mamme 
onto harsh burlap. 
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There was no burlap around her head now. There was 
a tender spot at the temple and a thumping pain inside. 
There was the odor of grain. 

It can’t be, she thought, Whatever hit my head—Im 
imagining that I'm in a bag of grain. That I’m being 
taken—somewhere. ; 

But she heard the crunch of hoofs on earth, felt the 
regular, jolting gait. It thudded her regularly against some- 
thing firm, yet resilient, shot pain into her aching temple 
at every thump. That sound of hoofs matched the rhythm 
of the rocking motion. 

She struggled for full awareness, and it eluded her. The 
reason for her plight was the only thing she could be 
certain of, Her enemy was doing this, had taken her aunt 
a then captured her and was now going to dispose 
of her. 

She moved within the particles. They slid down the neck 
of her nightdress, traveled her bare skin. 

Fully aware at last, she knew exactly where she was. 
She was loaded onto a camel, just as if she were a piece 
of freight. Indeed she was inside a bag of freight, a captive 
in a bag of grain, slowly and rhythmically bumping on one 
side of the camel, while a matching bag bumped on the 
other side. 

The man in charge of the caravan business was Timothy 
Castle. The man in physical charge of the camels was 
Bawley Jones. : 

Now, she thought, stunned at the realization, [ve nar- 
rowed it down to two! 
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Her impulse was to scream, to bring the drivers run- 
ning, to expose Bawley Jones, for never could she have been 
loaded like freight without his knowledge. And then it 
fled through her mind that the drivers might have helped 
Bawiey. 

Unless Timothy had helped him. The drivers could 
have been apart, loading other beasts. 

No, she thought, the decision tumbling on the heels 
of thought, I'll not scream. Not yet. First, I've got to find 


out how things are—where Bawiey is... Timothy... 
the drivers. Screaming could be the worst thing ... they 
might panic. 


Carefully, she moved her hands up through the slippery 
grain, seeking the mouth of the bag. There was a hard 
pucker of burlap there, an impregnable ridge. She tried to 
find some small gap, a tiny crevice that she might claw 
open. 

The camel traveled on, its hoofs sounding monotme 
nously. The bag jolted. The grain slid over Lila’s skin, the 
odor of it sucked through her nose and into her lungs. 

She persisted in exploration of that rigid, closed mouth 
of the bag. There simply had to be one opening, no mattes 
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how infinitesimal; she’d work it larger, even a breath aaa, 
enough so she could hang to the sides of the bag and 
look out and discover something of her situation. 

The camel’s gait quickened; she jolted harder at each 
step. It was then she realized that she'd never be able 
to work open the mouth of the bag, because the weight 
of the grain in it and her own weight held it locked in 
its pucker. 

On the heels of that, she identified the hard object that 
kept pressing into her hip as she jolted under the move- 
ment of the camel. It was the dagger in her pocket, the 
little dagger that Aunt Catherine had insisted she carry. 

Her aunt’s name stabbed fike a pain. That was how 
this had started—she’d been searching for Aunt Catherine, 
who wasn’t anywhere in that great threatening house, who 
wasn’t in the smaller stable. 

They must have captured Aunt Catherine first, must 
have— Her breath snagged. She had to get out of here, 
had to rescue her aunt, who might also be in one of these 
bags of grain, who wasn’t strong enough to be thrown over 
the back of a camel like freight. 

She moved within the grain, shifting her position so she 
could get her hand into her pocket. She moved with 
caution, aware that her enemy—-Bawley or Timothy or 
one of the drivers—might spy the stirring and again knock 
her unconscious. 

Holding her breath, adapting herself to the sway of 
iw camel, she worked her hand into the deep pocket of 
her robe and inched out the dagger. Carefully, she drew 
it from its sheath, which she put back into the pocket. 
Then, with utmost caution, she maneuvered herself into 
a semi-upright position, braced against the camel side of 
the bag. 

The rocking motion seemed harder this way, but never- 
theless, she lifted the dagger and pierced its stiletto-sharp 
point through the burlap just below the neck of the bag. 
MW) whe made a hole lower down, slice feared, grain would 

fea and ultimately betray her. 

Fighting back the wild desire to slit the bag recklessly, 
leap out, find Aunt Catherine and free her, to flee openly, 
SP eSsit no pursuit, she forced herself to work cautiously 
on. Thus, slowly, she cut a hole about the size of a teacup. 
Then, delicately, adjusting anew to the rocking gait of 
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the camel, she lifted herself, holding the dagger between 
her teeth, so that she could look through the hole. 

Her heart was pulsing, her limbs quivering with hunger 
for freedom. But she had to wait, to be calm, to plan. 

She peered through the hole. The night, although there 
were stars high above, was so dark that she could see 
nothing. But maybe that was the result of the Stygian 
blackness inside the bag. She hung there, clinging to 
the shallow hold she’d got on the taut bag, rocked and 
jolted, tried to see something, anything. 

With slowness that was a pain, her eyes began to ac- 
custom themselves to the night. That blacker spot within 
blackness must be a clump of trees. She stared at it so 
unblinkingly that tears smazted the back of her eyes, but 
finally she saw that it really was a clump of trees. 

They passed on, bumping and jolting. She looked to 
her right, which was toward what she thought was the 
end of the caravan, as well as she could, There was nothing 
to be seen, nothing beyond the clop of hoofs to be heard. 

When she stared in the opposite direction, she made cut 
the straggle of humped, moving spots of blackness that 
were the laden camels. Out from them, she saw at last, 
were a few smaller moving spots—Bawley, Timothy, 
drivers? 

Swiftly she assessed the train. She must be loaded onto 
the last camel. The beast would be roped to the one just 
ahead, that nearest dark spot, and that one to the next, 
and so on, to the front of the caravan. Now she could 
hear that snorting the camels made, and from far ahead 
the rumble of men’s voices. 

On the caravan moved. The nearest driver was some 
distance ahead; she couldn’t see whether there was another 
driver coming in the rear. Lila braced herself as well as 
she could against the jolting and rocking. 

Somehow she had to get off the camel. Whoever had 
loaded her must think he was transporting a dead girl, 
for that blow toa the temple had been very hard. Or, she 
thought in quick horror, he might think he was transport- 
ing two dead bodies. 

Determinedly, for there was no time to lose, she enlarged 
her peephole, cutting upward as far as she could and down- 
ward only as much as she must, to avoid losing grain. 
If the load were lightened by both the loss of grain and 
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of herself, the camel, aware of imbalance, might stop. 
And if it stopped, then the drivers ... or the enemy... 
would come to see why. 

At last the hole was as large as her head. She kept work- 
ing at it. Then she pushed her head through, again gripping 
the dagger between her teeth. She forced herself to move 
very slowly so as not to disturb the camel and cause it to 
change its pace. Also, if anyone were to look, it would 
seem that she was part of the moving, jolting bag of grain 
or even part of the camel’s humps. 

At last her head was through, then her shoulders, 
which she folded inward to pass the opening. She reached 
out and grasped the strong, cordlike rope that held the 
two bags closed and served to suspend them on either 
side of the camel and laboriously, keeping flat the while, 
pulled herself out of the grain and lay across the camel’s 
back, between its humps. 

She lay there listening, then, when there was no sign 
or sound of anybody coming, she inched slowly down 
over the bag from which she had just escaped, The camel's 
gait seemed to falter, but then it went on and she slid 
quickly over the bag and onto the ground, the dagger failing 
from between her teeth. 

Instantly, flat on the earth, she fumbled for the dagger, 
gripped it. With her cheek against the ground thus, the 
steady plod of the hoofs came into her, and she knew 
that, for the moment, her escape was not known. 

She lay motionless to make certain, to let the caravan 
go ahead, But not too far ahead, for there was still Aunt 
Catherine to find, to rescue. 

At last, when the camels had gone far enough that she 
couldn’t make out their dark forms, Lila ventured to her 
feet and went stealing along after them, She held the dag- 
ger ready. She would cut her aunt free if she was in one 
of those bags. And she’d be in one of them; Lila had 
looked every other possible place. Except in the camel 
stable, and it was too late for that. 

Now she chided herself for not going to the opposite 
side of her camel when she slid off, to examine the other 
liag. It was logical that the enemy—Timothy or Bawley— 
had loaded herself and her aunt onto the same camel. 

She began to run, grateful for the darkness, for the 
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bare, grass-free earth underfoot. Yet she ran carefully, 
lest she betray her presence. 

And then she ran square into something on the ground. 
Both feet hooked over it, and she fell headfirst, face 
ploughing the earth, the dagger flying into darkness. She 
pushed up, went crawling back to whatever it was she'd 
fallen over, that had been resilient, that had moaned. 

There were two large dark objects. Her hands came 
onte one of them, identified it as a bag of grain, found 
the gaping hole at the top, the stream of grain spilled 
through. She moved to the other bag, ran her hands over 
it, found the contours of a living, moving person within. 

“Aunt Catherine?” she asked softly. 

A moan reached her, soft and muffled. 

“Aunt Catherine?” she asked again, panic rising. 

The dagger. She must find the dagger. 

She turned to search the darkness. Lantern light sprang 
into her face. A tall, strong figure was revealed by the 
light, a figure with dull gold hair, sweeping brows, undefined 
features. Its clouded blue eyes took on sparks from the 
lantern light and reflected them like hot little darts. 

He was holding the lantern in one hand, a club in the 
other. 

Lila’s breath stopped. Tt filled her chest, seemed to push 
her heart up her throat and crowd it onto her tongue. 

“Steven!” she cried softly. “Oh, Steven!” 
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He laughed, a low, clear sound, club ready, swinging a 
bit. He was no longer warm, no longer the would-be bride- 
groom eager to protect her, no longer the friendly, at- 
tentive man she had known. 

His once kind face looked like a knife newly honed. 
It was like the dagger she had lost, stiletto-sharp, cutting 
at her with such hatred as she would never have believed 
were she not staring into it. 

“Don’t!” he commanded, as she turned again to the 
bag that held her aunt prisoner. “Don’t touch the old 
woman! Get to your feet!” 

“Steven,” she cried, stumbling up. She had to do 
something, it didn’t matter what, to get Aunt Catherine 
out of that bag, away from this spot. “Why ... why are 
you doing this?” 

“You came here,” he said, his tone as cutting as his 
face, “even after you were sent word not to come! You 
brought it on yourself, And on your aunt. I intercepted 
your telegram to Giles, and destroyed it. I gave you warn- 
ing. Granted you didn’t get my wire. But I warned you 
after you arrived. First, J put that note into the coffin. Pd 
been sitting with Giles, I had the note ready, and when 
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T heard you and your aunt stirring, left it in the coffin 
for you, and I myself slipped into another room. But you 
didn’t leave, you stayed for the funeral. I pushed you into 
the grave, but even that wasn’t enough. Still, you stayed. 
Then I locked you into the stable. It was easy. The rest 
thought I was somewhere in the little stable, hunting eggs, 
like they were and I ran to the big stable, locked the 
door, ran back, and they’d never missed me. Then, when 
we all went out to the stable, on the way back, I managed 
to toss a piece of wood into your path and when you caught 
your balance I gave you the shove that made you fall. 
Oh, I’m very clever, Lila... nobody saw, nobody suspected! 
But you had the tuck of the damned. You came out of that, 
and stubbornly you stayed.” 

He went on, berating and boasting, eyes cloudier, voice 
rising on every word, going shrill. “When you and Fancey 
were exploring the house, I took the scorpion up to your 
chamber and put it in your bed to frighten you—scorpions 
don’t kill. Your aunt was sound asleep. I shut the door 
between the chambers, cut your dresses, then sawed the 
posts on the balcony. Timothy and the others had gone 
to the front parlor and the servants were in the kitchen, 
so I managed without being caught. Oh, there was a gamble 
involved, but I’m a lucky gambler! But you're lucky, too. 
You had the luck of the devil himself when the railing 
broke. Timothy was right there to catch you, and I was 
there and had to help. This was clever of me, because 
in this manner no one would ever suspect me of having 
sawed the posts. I even carried it a step further by ‘discover- 
ing’ someone had used a saw up there! And even after that, 
you stayed! You stayed where you weren’t wanted, where 
you wouldn’t be allowed! And that fool Giles, along with 
all else, had to make you his heir! Even when I told you 
Timothy might buy you out, you didn’t grab the chancel 
Then, when Timothy forbade you to be alone with anyone 
but the old woman, I even asked you to be my wife, offered 
you my mother’s ring, I went so far as to give you that 
chance! If you’d married me, you would have been per- 
mitted to live at least until the wills were all straightened 
out, but no, you wouldn’t accept the way any other girl 
would have done! 

“All you would ever do was to stay—stay where _you 
weren’t wanted! Why, that’s what I want to know! You'd 
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never seen the rancho before! You’d never been in Cali- 
fornia! Why did you want to stay?” 

“At first it was for my aunt,” Lila tried to explain. 
“She was tired and frail. She needed to rest, and we 
had no funds. Then, after the will, I felt I should learn 
to run the rancho and the caravan, try to do what Giles 
wanted, I never expected to inherit, Steven, and all I want 
now—” 

She looked toward where Aunt Catherine lay in the 
bag of grain. The lantern light touched it, showing how 
it stirred as the entrapped woman moved. 

Swiftly Lila tried to plot a way in which to lunge for 
Steven’s club. He seemed to know, for he jerked it at her 
and cursed. 

“I said keep your mind off the old woman!” he yeliea, 
his voice shriller. “I’ve had enough trouble with her! She’s 
tough ... she’s hard to kill! I clubbed her in her bedroom, 
thought she was dead then, thought she was dead when 
I put her into that bag. But she tricked me, held her breath 
or something, knowing I was in a hurry, had to be in a 
hurry because I still had to go back for you, club you, 
put you into the other bag. 

“Oh, you should have seen how cleverly I worked it! I 
shut the door between your rooms. I clubbed her while 
you slept, carried her down the stairs and out, and no one 
the wiser! I was on my way back after you ... but here 
you came, so obliging, to meet me, and I clubbed you and 
before putting you in with the grain— You looked dead, 
acted dead! I got the two of you loaded onto the camel 
without anybody catching on. Then, at this spot, I cut 
the bags loose, but went on with the caravan a distance 
to make sure things were going right. Then J came back to 
bury you, and what do I find? You're both alive! Ive 
heard that Missourians are tough, only this time you'll 
not be Missourian enough!” 

“My aunt,” Lila cried, “turn her free, Steven! Your 
quarrel is with me, not with her! Please, Steven!” 

‘He wasn’t listening. His face had gone sharper, taken 
on the edge of pure evil. He looked like a sin-ridden 
man of fifty, not a charming young attorney of twenty- 
nine. He was singsonging, his voice increasingly shrill. 
She couldn’t understand what he was saying, and then his 
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voice slowed, lowered a tone, went into a malevolent, angry 
harangue. 

“It's my house, my rancho, my heritagei* he shouted, 
and now the golden darts blazed from his eyes, enveloped 
him as in a sheet of yellow flame. He was a burning pillar 
of hatred. “My ranchol” he repeated, hotter fury in 
every word, “House of the Camel, the caravan, the land, 
the money, all mine! I gave thanks when Matthew Castle 
died! I knew Id have my rights at last . . . I've waited so 
long, planned so many years... Td have my rights on the 
rancho and in California!” 

“Your rancho?” Lila cried. 

The reply came in a reasonless rush, in a madman’s 
scream. “My rancho... my heritage... yes! ’'m: Matthew 
Castle’s only living son, his illegitimate son! He broke my 
mother’s heart, killed her! I’ve never had a father I could 
claiml 

“He said he was making it up to me. He educated me in 
law, gave me a room in his house, gave me his legal busi- 
ness! But he wouldn’t give me his name, which I have a 
Tight tol” 

Lila stared, stunned and unable to believe, but he had 
the insane ring of truth. And in his derangement he knew, 
and shouted on. 

“I stood aside when he made the will leaving everything 
to Giles, I accepted that! Because I knew Giles hadn’t 
long to live! I made sure of that when he came home by 
holding a pillow over his face! And why not? He was 
dying, and I put him out of his misery! Timothy would 
inherit next, I thought, but he was going into the army, 
and people get killed there! That would leave my path 
clear ... Roger could die by some accident ... there was 
no problem there! Then all I had to do was prove I’m 
Matthew Castle’s son, and I have the proof, and it’s all 
going to end as I planned. I’m going to be recognized 
as a Castle and I’m going to own all the Castle wealth!” 

“You can’t get away with it!” Lila cried. 

Somehow, she’d stop him. She’d save Aunt Catherine, 
save herself, save Timothy. 

“Oh, yes I willl” Steven raged. “I brought a shovel 
along! This time my club will do its work right. ll bury 
the two of you yonder, and it'll be as though you, == 
come to California!” z 
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Lila saw that his mad excitement had pushed him com- 
pletely into insanity. He didn’t recognize that, under his 
plan, she would be counted a missing person unless her 
body were found, and he wouldn’t inherit. 

Wil with terror, pretending to turn toward her captive 
aunt, Lila edged forward, meaning to fling herself on the 
club he held. But he sensed her intent and prodded it 
at her viciously. 

“Stand back!” he shricked. 

She fell back a step and waited, every muscle taut and 
ready. 

He moved over to her aunt, set the Jantern down, swung 
the club up and back, then brought it crashing toward 
the helpless, captive woman. 

Before the club could smash through half the distance, 
a tall, strong figure sprang out of the darkness, hit him 
broadside, sent him staggering, bore him to the ground. 

There was a fiery glint from the newcomer’s hair. 

Timothy! the name flashed through her like glory. 
Timothy! 
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Then she realized that other figures were leaping out 
of the night, two of them throwing themselves at Steven, 
the third one grabbing up the lantern. This one—Roger 
Castle—held the lantern so the light touched the struggling 
men, 

They rolled as one great, heaving body. They punched. 
and gouged and drove their knees viciously into one an- 
other. They twisted and rolled, fists driving, then crashed 
into the bag that held Aunt Catherine. 

Lila ran for the bag, her only thought to pound at 
the men—Steven and Timothy and, unbelievably, Bawley— 
to get them away from the bag before they injured her 
aunt. Even as she ran to them, Steven gave a mighty 
wrench, freed himself momentarily. But before he could 
lunge to his feet, Timothy drove a fist under his heart, 
Steven went reeling backward. Bawley sprang after him, 
yanked his arms to his back, and brought him to a rocking 
halt. Steven jerked and struggled, but Bawley held his 
arms locked, and Roger moved in with a rope and bound 
them behind him. 

Then, as Bawley held the thrusting body, sRoge 
crammed a handkerchief into the cursing mouth, wa | 
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a second handkerchief over that, and knotted it at the back 
of the wildly jerking head. He then propelled Steven to a 
tree at the edge of the light and lashed him to it. 

Timothy was on his knees beside Aunt Catherine, work- 
ing at the cord. He opened the mouth of the bag, slid 
it down over Aunt Catherine’s shoulders, lifted her out, 
helped her to sit. 

“I’m all right, I’m perfectly all right,” she was saying. 
She broke off to sneeze, then kept talking. “I'm mad as 
Ive ever been, but I’m all right! My head aches, I admit, 
and the more it aches the madder I get!” 

“We'll send for a doctor to make sure,” Timothy said. 

The concern in Timothy’s voice, his kindness to her 
aunt, his powerful attack on Steven, relief that her aunt 
was safe, her own pounding, aching head, all this, set 
Lila to trembling. She watched how tenderly Timothy 
rubbed Aunt Catherine’s hands. Somehow she stilled her 
quivering and, as soon as Timothy would permit, put her 
arms around the tiny woman. 

“Tes all over, darling,” she said. Then, to Timothy, 
“How did you know? How did you get here?” 

“Bawley,” Timothy said, “and Roger. They've been 
helping me. They stood watch tonight, Bawley outside 
and Roger inside. I admitted Roger after everyone had 
retired. He and Bawley were to alert me to any move on 
the part of Steven. Or anyone else.” 

“Tt seems—impossible,” Lila said. 

“It was really quite simple, Lila.” His eyes went over her, 
from the braids that hung over her bosom, to her lips, 
where they lingered, and his eyes didn’t seem angry now. 
“T knew it had to be Steven, because of the nature of the 
so-called accidents that were happening to you. There 
was so much falling involved. When we were youngsters, 
if Steven didn’t like the game we were playing, he’d push 
somebody, make them fali. And once, when our dog 
growled at him, he took the dog into the haymow and 
threw it down onto a pitchfork and killed it. He'd 
stop at nothing, ever, to get what he wanted. 

“Giles and I knew he was Matthew’s by-blow. Mat- 
thew told us, asked us to see that Steven always prospered. 
But I knew, as Matthew did not, that Steven’d never be 
content unless he was acknowledged as a Castle, and unless 
he could be the most important Castle of all. 
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“I Knew he’d killed Giles, but I couldn’t prove it. 
Somehow, before I left for the army, I meant to prove 
it. Then you and your aunt came, and you inherited. 
And I knew you'd be in danger, and tried to get you to 
leave, Then came the ‘accidents.’ The day you were locked 
in the stable, I went on that egg-hunting expedition because 
Steven was going and I wanted to see that he stayed far 
from you. Then he disappeared and when he showed up 
again, I couldn’t prove he’d not been someplace in the 
small stable hunting eggs, so had to refrain from speaking. 
You see, I had to prove he was victimizing you, had to 
catch him red-handed.” 

When she would have spoken, would have told him 
the things Steven had said, he held up his hand. “I know 
-.. we heard the whole raving recital. We stood just be- 
yond here, at that tree where Steven is now. 

“My only regret,” he continued, “is that we were so 
long overtaking the caravan. Steven did some of his slick 
work, retired early, put out his light. Roger and I discussed 
making sure he was really in his chamber, but there 
was no way to do it without rousing his suspicions. We 
decided to wait, so he’d feel free to make his next move, 
which we believed he’d surely make tonight. 

“While we were in the back parlor talking, he must 
have attacked your aunt and got her out of the house. 
After I went to my rooms, Roger waited in the dark back 
parlor, the door ajar. 

“We waited, Nothing. Finally, Roger slipped to my 
chamber and said you were roaming around the house, 
Lila, with a lamp. He’d barely escaped your finding him. 
We managed not to get out the front door until you went 
upstairs, at which time we waited in the hallway so we’d be 
ready if Steven jumped you. We waited what seemed 
to be a very long while.” : 

“I was looking for Aunt Catherine,” Lila explained, 

“So. At any rate, when Roger started for the stable 
area to consult with Bawley, he spotted you ahead of him, 
with a lamp. When he reached the little stable and you 
went on, Bawley stepped out of the shadows and told iam 
that Steven had ordered—saying it was at your direction— 
that the caravan leave tonight. He’d watched Steven put 
a mystery sack of grain, which we now know held your 
aunt, to one side of the camel lot, That’s when Bawley 
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gave Steven the slip—he was supposedly directing the 
loading—and came to warn us that something was def- 
initely afoot. 

“That’s why it took us so long to catch up. Steven must 
have known Bawley was missing, but he started out with 
the caravan, anyhow. We knew he had you, for you'd 
gone to that stable, and the three of us trailed the caravan. 

“We were ready to close in when you dropped off the 
camel. But before we could catch up to you, you turned 
and ran after the caravan. By the time we made our way 
to you, with stealth, because we didn’t want to close in 
too soon and fail to catch Steven in the act ... well, by 
that time, he was shouting and screaming.” 

“I should have took a look at that bag of grain, Miss,” 
Bawley said now. “I might of saved your aunt what she 
went through,” 

“You did a great deal, Bawley,” Lila murmured. 

“I could bring up them horses I led out here,” Bawley 
said to them all. “You gentlemen could take the ladies 
to the house and send one of the hands for the marshal. 
Tl! stay here and watch ... him.” He jerked his head 
toward Steven. 

“Can you ride?” Timothy asked, looking from Lila to 
Aunt Catherine. “Or should we send for a carriage?” 

“There's a first time for everything,” Aunt Catherine 
said, “We'll ride.” 

iifie they had gone to the house, after the doctor had 
come and pronounced Lila and Aunt Catherine in geass 
condition save for shock and aching heads, a subdued 
Daisy and Patricia insisted on settling the older woman 
in her bed. Daisy turned to Lila before they left, Aunt 
Catherine between them. “We'll do for you too, Miss,” 
she said. “After what Timothy told us ... nothing we 
can do could be enough.” 

Lila smiled at the housekeeper, who now accepted her 
as mistress. She smiled at Patricia, who did not cast 
so much as one flirtatious glance at Timothy. 

Timothy smiled, watching the three women go. [lil hair 
blazed and his eyes held hers, He said, “Lila.” 

She waited. Then, “Yes, Timothy?” 

“The danger you were in tonight,” he said, his voice 
uneven. “T think it has eliminated the time we need for 
getting to know each other. I think it has swept aside all 


186 


SHADOW OF THE CARAVAN 


barriers, even our loss of Giles. I think, before I leave 
for the army, we must consider personal plans, don’t 
you?” 

“But you’ve always hated me!’ she protested, unable to 
stop gazing into those red-brown eyes. “You've had no 
respect ... think of what happened right here in this 
room... when you...” 

“I am thinking of it,” he told her, smiling. “I’m re- 
membering every little thing about it, how you... in 
spite of everything...” 2 

She was trembling and he could see that and she didn’t 
care. He reached out and touched her cheek gently. 
“Lila,” he told her, “Roger is willing to run the rancho 
and the caravan for you until I come home, And the 
minute I get back from war, the next day, there'll be a 
wedding here at House of the Camel.” 

He took her hands and held them gently, and gently 
she let them lie within his grasp, knowing somehow that 
at times, in all the years to come, he would take her hands 
thus and hold them. And she knew that she would wait 
for him, of course she would, just as women had always 
waited for their men who had gone to war. And always 
she would feel this safe, this complete. 
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As she traveled to California, Lila Bruce 
dreamed of the perfect life that awaited her as the 
wife of rich, handsome Giles Castle. But 
her long journey ended in tragedy when she learned 
that Giles had died, leaving her to remain 
in his eerie mansion with his brother and his 
debased friends. 


Then the horror began—suspicious 
accidents . . . and the feeling she was never alone. But 
who was doing this? 


And how could she escape a force she 
could not see—one that was drawing her down, 
pulling her into a living nightmare? 





Now In Paperback! #@ 
Have You Read 5 | 
THE INVESTIGATION? ; 


550 e Thi 


